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Executive summary 

The present study examines the 
stakeholder engagement practices ap-
plied in national SDG follow-up and 
review in 16 countries. The meth-
odology included: desk research, in-
formation gathering through self-as-
sessments, individual interviews and 
focus group discussions, and valida-
tion of the findings presented in the 
case studies by the interviewed stake-
holders. The assessment approach re-
flects the key principles and dimen-
sions for measuring the quality of 
stakeholder engagement recently de-
veloped by UNDP and UNDESA 
(2021). The case studies offer empiri-
cal evidence and a rich description of 
a multitude of engagement practic-
es and participatory methods. These 

provide useful insights into com-
plex contextual challenges 

and success factors that in-
fluence the credibility of 

the review results, the 
uptake of the iden-

tified follow-up 
actions and the 
potential for sus-
tainable impact. 
For some stake-
holders, the en-
gagement ac-
tivities applied 
in SDG follow-
up and review 
brought about 

factual outcomes 

and technical efficiency. For others, 
they enabled horizontal power shar-
ing in building inclusiveness, en-
hancing participation and strength-
ening accountability. 

While the inclusion of stakeholders 
in the national follow-up and review 
process, and the information sharing 
and broad consultations which this 
involved, are shown to be evolving 
as common practices across coun-
tries, the downward accountability 
and responsiveness of the process re-
main prevailing deficits. In most cas-
es, governments and stakeholders ap-
plied an engagement model that was 
specific to national and local realities. 
Nonetheless they did acknowledge 
the fundamental guidance provid-
ed by major conceptual frameworks 
on inclusion, participation and part-
nerships when initiating, implement-
ing and maintaining meaningful and 
multi-directional engagement dy-
namics. 

In different countries, but also within 
individual countries, different stake-
holders had different perceptions of 
and metrics for successful engage-
ment, depending on their particular 
starting point. In some cases, the en-
gagement practices generated more 
immediate results in terms of actual 
decisions and enriched the informa-
tion base for follow-up and review. 

In others, it laid the foundations for 
long-term changes and increased the 
opportunities for institutionalised in-
volvement of stakeholders in these 
frameworks. 

A number of commonalities were 
identified, which in all cases deter-
mined how effective and impactful 
the engagement of stakeholders was. 
These included: 

1 the individual capacities of the 
principal actors; 

2 the availability of results-oriented 
and publicly accessible tools; 

3 previous SDG-related experiences 
within an organisation; 

4 the experiences with collaboration 
between primary government in-
stitutions and key stakeholders; 

5 the organisational, mediation and 
leadership skills of the main gov-
ernment institution responsible 
for coordinating the follow-up 
and review process; and 

6 the availability of a system that 
can encourage the leveraging of re-
sources between stakeholders and 
promote incentives tailored to the 
interests and needs of key actors. 
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The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development emphasises the criti-
cal importance of systematic, open 
and inclusive follow-up and review 
as an integral component of sup-
porting effective implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda and the Sustaina-
ble Development Goals (SDGs) at 
national, regional and global levels. 
The 2030 Agenda assigns the prima-
ry responsibility for follow-up and 
review to governments, but also un-
derlines the benefits and added value 
of engaging a wide range of relevant 
actors (both state and non-state). It 
further outlines the key principles 
of the follow-up and review frame-
works founded on ‘robust, volun-
tary, effective, participatory, trans-
parent and integrated’ arrangements 
supported by collective endeavours 
of all relevant stakeholders to ‘iden-
tify achievements, challenges, gaps 
and critical success factors’ and in-
form a more evidence-driven poli-
cy-making and priority-setting pro-
cess in line with ‘national realities, 
capacities and levels of development’ 
(A/RES/70/1 2015 paras72-74).

Since the adoption of the 2030 
Agenda, a number of reports and 
studies, informed by practical expe-
riences, have examined the ‘partici-
pation architecture’, collaborative ar-
rangements and multi-stakeholder 
partnerships built around the follow-
up and review structures. In most 
cases, however, they have followed 
a linear approach without applying 
clear performance criteria or con-
sidering the contextual ‘conditions’, 
especially in less favourable situa-
tions, or dissecting the critical factors 
that underpin the outcomes and im-
pact from the particular engagement 
practice. The present study focus-
es on selected engagement practic-
es (2019 – 2021) of the follow-up 
and review processes at national 
level that include governments, local 
authorities, civil society, academia, 
the private sector and existing multi-
stakeholder mechanisms. It considers 
the primary role of governments in 
facilitating the engagement of stake-
holders and enabling the collabora-
tive context in the national follow-up 
and review processes, while recog-
nising the shared purposes as well as 
the different interests and distinct 
responsibilities which stakeholders 
have in these processes. 

Using a case study approach, 
16 engagement practic-

es were analysed applying 

the analytical framework for assessing 
the quality of stakeholder engage-
ment in implementation and fol-
low-up of the 2030 Agenda recent-
ly developed by the United Nations 
Development Programme’s Oslo 
Governance Centre and the Unit-
ed Nations Department of Econom-
ic and Social Affairs (UNDP & UN-
DESA, 2021). The study investigates 
specific instances of how stakehold-
ers can meaningfully participate, in-
crease the informed interactions with 
governments and between stakehold-
ers, and contribute with tangible in-
puts to the outcomes of the nation-
al 2030 Agenda follow-up and review 
processes by drawing lessons from in-
dividual case studies of engagement 
practices with: 

i. civil society  
(including civil society-led 
alliances and networks); 

ii. academia/universities; 
iii. private sector/business 

associations; 
iv. local authorities; and 
v. multi-stakeholder mechanisms. 

Care was taken to select a balanced 
set of cases that reflect varying levels 
of development and geographical re-
alities, in order to showcase engage-
ment dynamics and specific results 
from different situations and con-
texts. 

1 Introduction
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Table 1 List of case studies

Country Stakeholder group Comprehensive case Thematic case

Austria Civil society 
Benin Local authorities 
Bolivia Academia/universities 
Costa Rica Private sector/business associations 
Finland Multi-stakeholder mechanism 
Georgia Private sector/business associations 
Ghana Multi-stakeholder mechanism 
Iceland Academia/universities 
India Civil society 
Japan Local authorities 
Kyrgyzstan Civil society 
Malaysia Academia/universities 
Mexico Local authorities 
Nepal Civil society 
Poland Private sector/business associations 
South Africa Civil society 

1 Introduction

The case studies have been divided 
into two groups: 

1 comprehensive cases that are ap-
propriate for an in-depth analysis 
of the quality of stakeholder en-
gagement, due to their multi-dis-
ciplinary and cross-cutting na-
ture; and 

2 thematic cases that offer a rich 
contextual description of specif-
ic instances, which provide useful 
entry points for addressing major 
substantive themes or challenges. 

Most of the cases included in the 
study look into the complex causal 

relationship between the stakehold-
er engagement activities, assessed 
against the UNDP and UNDESA 
criteria for quality of stakeholder en-
gagement with contextual interpreta-
tion of the results, and the generation 
of outcomes that promote a fact-
based review process and pathways to 
systematic impact. 

The engagement practices examined 
in this study focus on innovative ap-
proaches, collaborative experienc-
es and supplementary tools designed 
to enhance stakeholder participation 
and improve downward accountabil-
ity in national follow-up and review 
exercises. These are understood as a 

continuum of three interlinked cate-
gories of activities: 

i. monitoring activities designed to 
provide evidence to better inform 
the review process; 

ii. review activities covering assess-
ments, diagnostic initiatives and 
measurement of progress on the 
SDGs; and 

iii. follow-up activities that encom-
pass reporting, disseminating find-
ings, crafting recommendations 
and generating actions resulting 
from the monitoring and review 
processes. 
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Depending on the nature of the ana-
lysed practice, some of the case stud-
ies focus on the engagement modal-
ities for a single aspect of the above 
mentioned activity areas, while oth-
ers focus on multiple aspects. While 
the study explicitly examines the dif-
ferent engagement activities, it al-
so presents some contextual factors. 
These factors need to be consid-
ered in order to capture the nuances 
of complex local situations in which 

governments and non-state actors in-
teract in multi-directional process-
es that involve a shared vision and re-
sponsibilities, but also a multitude 
of different and sometime conflict-
ing priorities. These different prior-
ities result from the variety of inter-
ests, mandates, needs and roles of the 
numerous stakeholders that are rele-
vant for 2030 Agenda follow-up and 
review. In addition, the objective of 
the assessment is not to qualify the 

engagement practices as ‘good’ or 
‘bad’, but rather to serve as a learn-
ing platform that summarises the ar-
ray of engagement methods, tools 
and approaches used by governments 
and stakeholders alike. Here, respon-
sibility is viewed as a shared function, 
but one with differentiated roles for 
different actors in which each stake-
holder can be held accountable. 

The study is organised as follows: 

Part I provides an over-
view of relevant theoretical 
frameworks and existing case 
studies regarding stakeholder en-
gagement. It also contains a sum-
mary analysis of the main results 
of the self-assessments, and pre-
sents key findings and lessons 
learned from the case studies. 

Part II  
consists of the 
individual case 
studies clustered by 
stakeholder group. 
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Links

 | Quality of stakeholder engagement in implementation and follow-up of the 2030 Agenda

 | Partners for Review (P4R)

 | Whole-of society approach

 | Two collections of case studies on evolving practices in SDG follow-up and review

Partners for Review (P4R) 

The study follows on from a previous 
publication produced by Partners for 
Review (P4R) in 2018 on the whole-
of society approach, which examines 
the different levels of engagement, 
roles, and incentives for meaningful 
participation of stakeholders in the 
2030 Agenda review process, as well 
as two collections of case studies on 
evolving practices in SDG follow-up 
and review. 

P4R is a global multi-stakeholder 
network for government representa-
tives and stakeholders from civil so-
ciety, the private sector, academia 
and other non-state actors involved 
in follow-up and review processes for 
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable De-
velopment. Launched in 2016 on be-
half of the German Federal Ministry 
for Economic Cooperation and De-
velopment and the Federal Ministry 
for the Environment, Nature Con-
servation and Nuclear Safety, and 

implemented by the Deutsche Ge-
sellschaft für Internationale Zusam-
menarbeit (GIZ) GmbH, the net-
work’s objective is to help foster 
robust follow-up and review mech-
anisms at all levels, and ultimately 
to help achieve the SDGs. It brings 
together more than 650 key actors 
from over 90 countries around the 
globe, as well as from internation-
al organisations and United Nations 
entities.

https://www1.undp.org/content/oslo-governance-centre/en/home/library/what-is-good-practice.html
https://www.partners-for-review.de/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/Whole-of-Society-P4R-Discussion-Paper-Oct.-2018.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/case-studies/
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2.1 Provisions for participation, principles of stakeholder engagement  
 and partnership approaches

Participation is a broad concept that 
encompasses various social, eco-
nomic and cultural rights, enshrined 
in numerous international human 
rights treaties through which the 
2030 Agenda is inspired. It direct-
ly encourages the involvement of in-
dividuals and groups of people in 
the formation, implementation, re-
view and oversight of political insti-
tutions, governance processes, laws 
and policies on all levels and at all 
stages. Conceptually, participation 
in governance and national plan-
ning processes has been described 
as a key principle of the function-
ing of the ‘traditional democratic sys-
tem’. In practical terms, however, this 
could mean different things in differ-
ent contexts, which explains the va-
riety of methods and approaches em-
ployed by governments to enable or 
reinforce participation by non-state 

actors. Even though the differ-
ent participation methods 

might entail nuanced 
practical implica-

tions and have a 
varied impact 

on the govern-
ance systems, 
participa-
tion ‘should 
be viewed 
both as a 
means to 
an end and 

as an end itself ’ (UN.DOC, E/
CN.4/1990/9/Rev. 1, 1990, Ch. 7, 
para. 149). Participation is crucial 
for the realisation of the right to de-
velopment, and is connected to oth-
er human rights such as the rights 
to peaceful assembly and associa-
tion, freedom of opinion and expres-
sion, and the rights to education and 
to information (Office of the High 
Commissioner for Human Rights; 
OHCHR, 2020). 

If participation in public affairs is 
to be effective in ‘combating in-
equalities, discrimination, pov-
erty and exclusion’ (UN.DOC, 
E/CN.4/1990/9/Rev. 1, 1990, Ch. 7, 
paras 149-150), it must ensure equal 
access to resources and decision-mak-
ing, facilitate broad-based nation-
al ownership and yield shared values. 
Moreover, the meaningful partici-
pation of individuals and groups re-
quires a long-term commitment by 
public authorities to enable ‘an en-
vironment that values and takes into 
account the work and contribution 
of all members of society, supports 
and encourages their engagement 
and ensures that they are empow-
ered and equipped with the knowl-
edge and capacity necessary to claim 
and exercise their rights’(Guidelines 
for States on the effective implemen-
tation of the right to participate in 
public affairs 2020).

2 Theoretical overview 
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Participation, plus the non-discrimi-
natory inclusion of stakeholders, are 
key to the delivery of the 2030 Agen-
da and are vital components of the 
follow-up and review framework. A 
number of UN reports and experi-
ences from the High-level Political 
Forum on Sustainable Development 
(HLPF) have highlighted the need 
for an inclusive and participatory 
process as a means to build account-
ability and improve transparency of 
the national follow-up and review 
mechanism. To ensure the conceptu-
al clarity and practical utility of these 
well-grounded frameworks, UNDP 
and UNDESA define 

1 inclusion; 
2 participation; and 
3 accountability 

as the three universal principles 
whose level of attainment charac-
terises the quality of stakehold-
er engagement in 2030 Agenda im-
plementation and follow-up. Each of 
the three principles encompasses two 
dimensions:

1 Inclusion: the imperative to in-
volve diverse stakeholder groups, 
especially those representing the 
most vulnerable and marginal-
ised segments of society, on the 
grounds of 
i. accessibility and 
ii. non-discrimination.

2 Participation: implies continuous 
i. access to information from 

public bodies, and institutional 
opportunities for non-state ac-
tors to 

ii. influence decision-making.

3 Accountability: assumes 
i. transparency in terms of acces-

sibility and availability of in-
formation related to the (fol-
low-up and review) processes 
and the functioning of a redress 
mechanism, and 

ii. responsiveness to the received 
feedback, inputs and grievances 
from stakeholders. 

There is general agreement that these 
three universal principles, alongside 
their dimensions, play a central role 
in guaranteeing effectiveness and ef-
ficacy that can drive the meaning-
ful engagement of stakeholders in the 
national follow-up and review pro-
cesses. Given the complexity of ad-
vancing sustainable development 
through equitable and systemati-
cally distributed outcomes, the en-
gagement of stakeholders should be 
‘organised as a continuous and inte-
grative process rather than being con-
ducted through one-off or ad-hoc en-
gagement exercises at different points 
of the policy cycle’ (European Eco-
nomic and Social Committee; EESC, 
2015). This engagement approach 
highlights the importance of scaling-

up ‘a structured process that enables 
stakeholders as well as governments 
to plan ahead, to assemble evidence, 
reports and other material to make 
well-researched contributions at the 
appropriate time in the policy cycle’ 
(EESC, 2015). 

The International Association for 
Public Participation (IAP2) has pro-
posed an adaptive five-level frame-
work that can be useful for categoris-
ing stakeholder engagement practices 
in the 2030 Agenda follow-up and 
review processes. This comprises: 

i. inform; 
ii. consult; 
iii involve; 
iv collaborate; and 
v. empower. 

The identified categories have been 
further adapted by UNDESA and 
the United Nations Institute for 
Training and Research (UNITAR) 
in A Practical Guide on Stakehold-
er Engagement & the 2030 Agenda. 
The guide outlines the key elements, 
alongside a list of practical tools and 
country experiences, grouped under 
four of the above-mentioned IAP2 
categories: 

i. inform; 
ii. consult; 
iii. involve; and 
iv. collaborate. 
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v. 
These are seen as joint and mutu-
ally non-exclusive approaches in 
strengthening the engagement of 
stakeholders for the 2030 Agenda. 

P4R (2018) also elaborated a four-
level framework focusing on the dif-
ferent levels of stakeholder participa-
tion in the review process. The first 
two levels (inform, consult) are simi-
lar to the respective levels of the IAP2 
and UNDESA/UNITAR. The third 
level (empower) emphasises the need 
to empower non-state actors so that 
eventually in the fourth level (part-
nerships) they can collaborate on an 
equal footing with the government.

Gleaned from recent resources on 
stakeholder engagement, and draw-
ing on survey data, UNDESA has al-
so analysed how COVID-19 has im-
pacted stakeholder engagement in 
different countries. In this context it 
has identified innovative practices, 
as well as challenges that undermine 
the efficacy of SDG implementation 
and hinder the provision of valuable 
contributions in the review process. 
Overall, the analysis concludes that 
most countries have adapted online 
engagement methods for SDG im-
plementation, follow up and review. 
This, however, has not been suffi-
cient to mitigate the most significant 
impacts on the availability of resourc-
es for overcoming barriers to par-
ticipation, on mechanisms for part-
nership with stakeholders, or on the 
meaningful inclusion of stakeholders 
in policy-making (UNDESA, 2021). 

Based on experiences to date with 
shared practices for the national fol-
low-up and review processes facilitat-
ed by P4R, non-state actors and gov-
ernment institutions from various 
sectors and levels can play different 
roles in a rather dynamic and flexi-
ble cycle of inter-relationships. Some 
illustrative examples of the possible 
roles in contributing to 2030 Agen-
da follow-up and review include: in-
form and engage citizens; sensitise 
and raise the awareness of citizens 
and stakeholders on national priori-
ties and the review process; build ca-
pacities and provide training, espe-
cially for smaller and less resourceful 
stakeholders; provide expert advice, 
fill data gaps with additional infor-
mation and statistics, and conduct 
complementary assessments; work 
to foster accountability and increase 
transparency (P4R, 2018). The lat-
ter is particularly highlighted by the 
2030 Agenda, which outlines the two 
key functions that stakeholders can 
play: 

1 ‘holding governments accounta-
ble for their actions or lack there-
of; and 

2 making their ‘own contributions’ 
to implement the SDGs’ (UNDP 
& UNDESA, 2021). 

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review
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Building strong partnerships be-
tween stakeholders through a collab-
orative approach is particularly im-
portant for implementation of the 
SDGs, However, it is also relevant for 
cross-cutting issues in follow-up and 
review, given the possibilities it cre-
ates for leveraging expertise, resourc-
es and plans, for example in part-
nerships for data collection, joint 
assessments of progress and commu-
nication of results. In the 2020 SDG 
Partnership Guidebook, the Unit-
ed Nations Office for Sustainable 
Development (UNOSD) and The 
Partnering Initiative (TPI) studied 
the key building blocks of success-
ful partnerships. They also identified 
the underlying steps that can be used 
to develop the initial stakeholder en-
gagement into a collaborative part-
nership in which different stakehold-
ers or organisations align interests 
around a common vision, combine 
complementary resources and com-
petencies and share risks in order to 
maximise their contribution towards 
the SDGs. 

Depending on context specificities, 
these ‘universal models’ – although 
valid in any circumstances from a 
conceptual perspective – have been 
transformed into specific ‘local mod-
els’ in many of the included exam-
ples, and thus vary in terms of the 
number of engagement levels, partic-
ipation modalities and the partner-
ship dynamics. In many of the cases, 
these universal principles serve as a 
guiding frame of reference on the ba-
sis of which stakeholders advocate for 
the use of participatory methods and 
a broader inclusion of non-state ac-
tors in the follow-up and review pro-
cess. When it comes to the opera-
tionalisation of these principles, the 
situation varies widely across coun-
tries according to three main factors: 

1 the national social-economic and 
cultural context and the relative 
openness of the political process 
and legislation in place; 

2 the professional background, 
skills, knowledge, previous expe-
riences and interests of the stake-
holders involved and the main 
government institution(s) carrying 
out the review; and 

3 access to essential resources and 
the availability of a system for fi-
nancial and non-financial in-
centives. 

Many of the case studies highlight 
the need for incentives tailored to the 
needs and interests of the different 
stakeholders in order to ensure up-
take of the follow-up actions, buy-in 
and wider acceptance of the review 
findings, as well as greater support 
and collective ownership. 

17
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Overview of case studies
2.2. An overview of  
 relevant case studies 

Since 2018 P4R has been document-
ing different cases reflecting vari-
ous practices related to the follow-up 
and review processes (illustrative case 
study examples). In 2019, for exam-
ple, the Cameroon Civil Society Fo-
rum on the SDGs successfully en-
gaged a wide range of stakeholders 
and mobilised the support of offi-
cial government institutions in the 
preparation of the first Spotlight Re-
port. This completed Cameroon’s 
2019 VNR with additional infor-
mation and further analysis of SDG 
progress. The approach undertak-
en by the Civil Society Organisations 
(CSOs) Forum in Cameroon during 
the development phase of the report 
was not to merely ‘shame and blame’ 
the government, but to constructive-
ly engage in a dialogue that discuss-
es possible solutions to pressing sus-
tainability issues. Another example 
from Nigeria highlights that the pro-
vision of incentives, such as impact 
assessments, tax relief for accom-
plishments, licensing and public rec-
ognitions can facilitate private-sector 
engagement in SDG implementa-
tion and review. It showcases how in-
centives can create enthusiasm and 
commitment among private entities 
and support the development of re-
porting tools to track progress on the 
SDGs more comprehensively, which 
in turn are crucial to identifying op-
portunities for continued collabora-
tion. 

The Multi-stakeholder engagement 
in 2030 Agenda implementation: A 

review of Voluntary National Review 
Reports (2016 – 2019) and the Civil 
Society and the 2030 Agenda report 
provide useful contextual analysis 
of the rich experiences with creating 
and sustaining national multi-stake-
holder initiatives, understood as a 
specific form of engagement in the 
2030 Agenda framework. Although 
these reports might not be holistic in 
covering the full scope and complex-
ity of the ‘quality of engagement’ of 
stakeholders in the national follow-
up and review process, they do offer 
good practice principles for consol-
idating partnerships in a wide range 
of geographical and socio-econom-
ic contexts. They do so by providing 
methods, approaches and particular 
experiences that are relevant to differ-
ent situations, actors and activity ar-
eas. One example subjected to more 
in-depth research is the case study in-
volving the Multi-Stakeholder Ini-
tiative El día después in Spain. This 
examines the key ingredients, catalys-
ing factors and transformative poten-
tial of a large multi-stakeholder initi-
ative for achieving systemic change. 
It provides a detailed analysis of the 
initial phases of a partnership life- 
cycle, utilising the collaborative value 
creation framework applied accord-
ing to four categories: 

1 organisational engagement; 
2 resources and activities; 
3 partnership dynamics, and 
4 impact 

(Austin & Seitanidi, 2012). The case 
study also includes practical recom-
mendations on how to accelerate the 
formation of a multi-stakeholder 
partnership, build effective working 

arrangements and enable transforma-
tional outcomes of the partnership. 

A 2020 comparative analysis pro-
duced by the United Cities and Lo-
cal Governments (UCLG) and UN 
Habitat explored the direct link be-
tween preparation of the Voluntary 
Local Reviews (VLRs) and the VNR 
production process, capturing di-
verse engagement experiences across 
national and local levels. The guid-
ance report highlighted the commu-
nities of practices surrounding the in-
volvement of local governments in 
the national 2030 Agenda institu-
tional arrangements and the align-
ment with strategic priorities. It also 
shed light on the efforts to improve 
mobilisation and participation of dif-
ferent stakeholder groups at the lo-
cal level. Despite the growing num-
ber of VLRs, however, understanding 
of how local reviews can enhance the 
substance of the VNRs collectively 
and systematically remains weak. So 
too does understanding of how the 
‘two hats’ role of local authorities as 
a particular stakeholder group in na-
tional follow-up and review mech-
anisms, and their ‘orchestration/fa-
cilitation’ function in managing and 
responding to the challenges of stake-
holder engagement in their respective 
sub-national territory, can improve 
vertical coordination and ensure that 
sub-national inputs can actually in-
fluence decision-making. A nota-
ble example of the latter is the Bristol 
SDG Alliance, a sub-national net-
work of organisations from all sec-
tors of society, including academia, 
businesses, charities and represent-
atives of the Bristol City Council, 
which jointly oversaw preparation 
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Overview of case studies

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

of the Bristol VLR report. Further-
more, the Institute for Global Envi-
ronmental Strategies (IGES) has pre-
pared a narrative report that explores 
in greater depth 

i the engagement of stakeholders 
in the VLRs, 

ii the format, content and struc-
tural alignment of the VLRs 
with the VNRs, and 

iii the increasing role of local and 
regional governments in stand-
ing national institutional ar-
rangements and priority-setting, 
which involves sharing ‘local so-
lutions to global challenges’. 

Academia and universities are 
uniquely placed to support imple-
mentation and review of the SDGs 
with high quality research and inval-
uable sources of information, espe-
cially with respect to the lack and/
or low quality of data for impor-
tant indicators relevant to specif-
ic country situations. Intrinsically, 
academia/universities benefit from 
a certain autonomy, independence 
and technical expertise in the pro-
vision of peer reviews or the devel-
opment of tools by which to collect 
data and conduct impartial evalua-
tions. In promoting constructive sci-
ence-policy dialogue for SDG fol-
low-up and review, the University of 
Pretoria, which hosts the South Afri-
ca SDG Hub, demonstrates how re-
search and innovations developed at 
universities and research institutions 
can create clear societal value and 
provide practical inputs and tangible 
contributions to the VNR prepara-
tion process.

Links

 | Question of the realization of the right to 
development, UN.DOC, E/CN.4/1990/9/Rev. 
1, 1990, Ch. 7, para. 149

 | Guidelines for States on the effective im-
plementation of the right to participate in 
public  
affairs 2020

 | High-level Political Forum on Sustainable 
Development (HLPF)

 | Adaptive five-level framework of the Interna-
tional Association for Public Participation (IAP2)

 | A Practical Guide on Stakeholder Engagement & 
the 2030 Agenda

 | UNDESA analysis: How COVID-19 has impacted 
stakeholder engagement

 | The 2020 SDG Partnership Guidebook

 | Illustrative case study examples

 | The Cameroon Civil Society Forum on the SDGs

 | Example Nigeria, facilitation of private-sector 
engagement

 | Multi-stakeholder engagement in 2030 Agenda 
implementation: A review of Voluntary National 
Review Reports (2016-2019)

 | Civil Society and the 2030 Agenda

 | Multi-Stakeholder Initiative El día después in 
Spain

 | Analysis initial phases partnership lifecycle, 
according to four categories (Austin & Seitani-
di, 2012)

 | 2020 comparative analysis, United Cities and 
Local Governments (UCLG) & UN Habitat

 | Bristol SDG Alliance

 | Narrative report, Institute for Global Environ-
mental Strategies (IGES)

 | University of Pretoria: Promoting Constructive 
Science-Policy Dialogue for the SDG Review

2 Theoretical overview 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Development/E.CN.4.1990.9.Rev.1.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Development/E.CN.4.1990.9.Rev.1.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Development/E.CN.4.1990.9.Rev.1.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/PublicAffairs/GuidelinesRightParticipatePublicAffairs_web.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/PublicAffairs/GuidelinesRightParticipatePublicAffairs_web.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/PublicAffairs/GuidelinesRightParticipatePublicAffairs_web.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/PublicAffairs/GuidelinesRightParticipatePublicAffairs_web.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/Spectrum_8.5x11_Print.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/StakeholdersGuide
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/StakeholdersGuide
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/COVID-19 Stakeholder Publication.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/COVID-19 Stakeholder Publication.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26627SDG_Partnership_Guidebook_0.95_web.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/case-studies/
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Cameroon.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Nigeria.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Nigeria.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26012VNRStakeholdersResearch.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26012VNRStakeholdersResearch.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/26012VNRStakeholdersResearch.pdf
https://europa.eu/capacity4dev/file/102562/download?token=onLH6j1X
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/17/7189/htm
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/12/17/7189/htm
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235827130_Collaborative_Value_Creation_A_Review_of_Partnering_Between_Nonprofits_and_Businesses_Part_I_Value_Creation_Spectrum_and_Collaboration_Stages
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235827130_Collaborative_Value_Creation_A_Review_of_Partnering_Between_Nonprofits_and_Businesses_Part_I_Value_Creation_Spectrum_and_Collaboration_Stages
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235827130_Collaborative_Value_Creation_A_Review_of_Partnering_Between_Nonprofits_and_Businesses_Part_I_Value_Creation_Spectrum_and_Collaboration_Stages
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uclg_vlrlab_guidelines_2020_volume_i.pdf
https://www.uclg.org/sites/default/files/uclg_vlrlab_guidelines_2020_volume_i.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Bristol.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/publication_documents/pub/workingpaper/en/10803/State+of+the+Voluntary+Local+Review+2020+-+Final.pdf
https://www.iges.or.jp/en/publication_documents/pub/workingpaper/en/10803/State+of+the+Voluntary+Local+Review+2020+-+Final.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/SouthAfrica.pdf
https://www.partners-for-review.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/SouthAfrica.pdf
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3 Methodology 

3.1 Assessment approach

Based on a case study methodology, 
to understand the generic enabling 
environment the assessment first 
looked at the inclusion and partici-
pation of targeted stakeholder groups 
in the national 2030 Agenda institu-
tional and coordination mechanisms, 
including oversight of SDG prioriti-
sation and implementation. It then 
analysed in greater depth the specif-
ic engagement approaches and con-
tributions of targeted stakeholder 
groups in the national follow-up and 
review processes in three activity ar-
eas where responsibility is shared by 
different stakeholders, with govern-
ment institutions having a leading/
facilitation function, and stakehold-
ers having differentiated but comple-
mentary roles:

1 monitoring activities and the mo-
dalities of stakeholder engagement 
in defining the applicable indica-
tor framework and benchmarks; 
identifying/mapping the sources 
of data (or lack thereof ), includ-
ing opportunities to provide non-
official statistics; putting in place 
methodologies and tools for data 
collection; and understanding the 
availability of complementary in-
formation and thematic research 
that may help to generate disag-
gregated data for relevant indica-
tors;

2 review activities in which stake-
holders are engaged in order to di-
agnose/analyse the outputs of the 
monitoring efforts and to elab-
orate overall findings, including 
through national SDG and the-
matic reports; VNRs/VLRs; tech-
nical exercises; spotlight/sup-
plementary reports provided by 
non-state actors (with stakehold-
ers playing an active role and 
holding responsibility to engage 
relevant national authorities);

3 follow-up activities and the role 
of stakeholders in supporting the 
identified actions and recom-
mendations resulting from the 
monitoring and review process-
es, including in the formulation 
of specific (follow-up) plans/ac-
tions; dissemination of findings 
(e.g. national forums, collabora-
tive public presentations, outreach 
campaigns, etc.); allocation of re-
sources/expertise; definition of 
new indicators and data sources 
for subsequent review cycles. 

The assessment approach applied tri-
angulation of different sources of ev-
idence, in order to identify and justi-
fy the selection of the case studies as 
well as to substantiate the presented 
findings more robustly. Whenever 

possible, a combination of perspec-
tives from multiple respondents and 
sources for each of the case studies 
was sought as a preferable option. 

The study was conducted from Feb-
ruary to June 2021 by an exter-
nal consultant in close collaboration 
with the P4R team, and reviewed en-
gagement practices during the period 
2019 – 2021. 1 This allowed the in-
clusion of experiences from both be-
fore and during the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

Preparation of the preparation was 
divided into four key phases and in-
cluded the following sources of infor-
mation: reports and documentation 
related to the three activity areas (e.g. 
SDG national reports, VNRs/VLRs, 
monitoring and technical reports, ex-
ternal assessments and tools); ob-
served/documented practices and 
experiences assembled by P4R; self-
assessment questionnaires; online 
one-on-one interviews and focus 
group discussions with selected stake-
holders for each case study. Finally, 
each of the case studies was revised 
and validated by the interviewed 
stakeholders (often in consultation 
with other stakeholders and networks 
in their country). 

1  Only the case study from Iceland covers 
the engagement of academia prior to the 
2019 Voluntary National Review.
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3.2 Key phases 

The method of analysis comprised of 
four interlinked phases:

1 Preliminary phase of identify-
ing and characterising case stud-
ies: This involved identifying po-
tential case studies to be subjected 
to more in-depth assessment. P4R 
compiled a preliminary list of 
case studies based on (i) direct ob-
servations and experiences col-
lected through the P4R network 
meetings and other organisations’ 
workshops and webinars, and in 
consultation with different part-
ners, such as Action for Sustain-
able Development (Action4SD), 
the Sustainable Development So-
lutions Network (SDSN) and the 
United Nations Global Compact 
(UNGC), as well as (ii) inputs 
provided by field/project staff of 
GIZ. This list included more than 
25 engagement practices related to 
the national follow-up and review 
processes in different countries, in 
16 of which the identified relevant 
stakeholders confirmed their inter-
est in being included in the study. 
The final list of case studies com-
prised a balanced set that reflected 
a variety of geographical and so-
cial-economic realities for five cat-
egories of stakeholder group: 

i. civil society organisations, 
alliances and networks 
(5 cases); 

ii. private sector and business 
associations (3 cases); 

iii. academia and universities 
(3 cases); 

iv. local authorities (3 cases); and 
v. multi-stakeholder partner-

ships/mechanisms (2 cases). 

2 Phase of mixing methods of en-
quiry: Differentiated methods of 
information gathering were ap-
plied either through semi-struc-
tured discussions, i.e. one-on-
one interviews with the identified 
stakeholder representative(s)/re-
source person(s) (targeted groups 
1-4); or focus group discussions 
with key representatives of the 
multi-stakeholder partnership/
mechanism, including govern-
ment officials (targeted group 5). 
In total 16 interviews were held 
with relevant stakeholders, which 
provided a solid basis for develop-
ing the case studies. 

Prior to each individual or focus 
group consultation, the interviewees 
were provided with an adapted self-
assessment grid reflecting the key 
principles and dimensions of the 
quality of stakeholder engagement 
framework proposed by UNDP 
and UNDESA (2021). The self-as-
sessment tool was used to first of all 
initiate a dialogue under the UNDP 
and UNDESA analytical framework 
for quality of stakeholder engage-
ment, and secondly to capture the 
perceptions of the interviewed stake-
holders regarding ‘critical pointers’ 
for understanding the specific ele-

ments of the stakeholder engagement 
practices in the national follow-up 
and review processes. The tool pro-
vided an analytical base that reflected 
both personal (organisational) expe-
riences as well as general knowledge 
about the engagement practices in 
the country as a whole. The self-as-
sessment included six guiding ques-
tions, which respondents were asked 
to answer by selecting a colour lev-
el (scoring scale of 0-3) that best de-
scribes the engagement practice for 
each criterion. In the comments/ad-
ditional information section, the in-
terviewed stakeholders were encour-
aged to explain the rationale for their 
response choices and to provide com-
plementary information (including 
as separate attachments/or links) on 
structural barriers (e.g. legal, policy, 
institutional), capacity issues or re-
source constraints. The self-assess-
ment grids were filled in either by the 
resource person(s), or in some cas-
es by a multidisciplinary team with-
in an organisation/institution, or by 
multiple respondents from the var-
ious stakeholder groups (Benin and 
Finland). Overall, 14 self-assessments 
by the interviewed stakeholders from 
12 countries were completed, includ-
ing:  
2  from government authorities,  
5  from civil society,  
2  from academia,  
2  business sector representatives  
3  from local authorities.
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A specific open-ended questionnaire 
was used to complement the results 
from the self-assessments, generate 
supplementary information and ad-
ditional useful inputs, gather feed-
back about problem areas, and guide 
the interviews with the identified re-
source person(s) and key represent-
atives of the case studies. This com-
plementary information helped to 
‘visualise’ the particular enabling en-
vironment, success factors, innova-
tive approaches and challenges of the 
different engagement practices. 

3 Phase of analysing and inter-
preting the information gener-
ated from the self-assessments, 
questionnaires and interviews: 
The collected information from 
the questionnaires, the direct ob-
servations from the one-on-one/
group discussions and the results 
of the self-assessment grids were 
analysed against the UNDP and 
UNDESA criteria for quality of 
stakeholder engagement, with 
due consideration of the engage-
ment practices’ contextual impact 
on achieving systemic change. The 
analysis looked at the processes of 
participation, inclusion, accounta-
bility and transparency, and at the 
outcomes of the engagement prac-
tices, including the specific contri-
butions, inputs and tools utilised 
by stakeholders to support the na-

tional follow-up and review pro-
cess.

4 Phase of synthesising, revising 
and validating the findings: The 
results generated from the discus-
sions and the contextual analy-
sis were synthesised in 2-3-page 
draft summaries either as compre-
hensive or thematic cases (see Part 
II), exemplifying the strengths, 
weaknesses and achievements of 
the studied engagement practices. 
The draft case studies were sent to 
the consulted stakeholders for fi-
nal revision and validation before 
their inclusion in this publication. 
Based on these case studies, the 
key findings presented in Part I 
of this report were then identified 
and summarised.
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3.3 Limitations and challenges 

One explicit limitation of the assess-
ment approach was the fact that due 
to time and resource constraints the 
majority of the conclusions are de-
rived from a single stakeholder per-
spective, with the exception of the 
case studies from Benin, Finland, 
Ghana, Japan, Mexico and Poland. 
The theoretical frameworks and the 
assessment criteria used in this study 
have multiple nuances, and their 
practical implications depend on a 
number of contextual factors that 
have not been subjected to rigorous 
analysis. Despite the fact that the as-
sessment approach combined differ-
ent methods of inquiry and informa-
tion gathering in order to overcome 
unbalanced or biased inputs into the 
process, the results are largely percep-
tion-based, representing the views of 
few individuals in a country, there-
by implying a certain degree of sub-
jectivity. 

In addition, the assessment crite-
ria mostly derive from the recent an-
alytical framework developed by 
UNDP and UNDESA for measur-
ing the quality of stakeholder engage-
ment, which means that the criteria 
have not been widely ‘tested on the 
ground’. Key elements in the prep-
aration of each case study and ena-
bling factors for generating reliable 
information for the analytical phase 
were the willingness of the resource 
person(s) and the key representa-
tives of the multi-stakeholder mecha-
nisms/coalitions to participate in the 
consultative process (including the 
provision of the self-assessments and 
relevant documents and the co-revi-
sion of the final version of the case 
study), and the time they put in.

Finally, the theoreti-
cal frameworks had 
a strong influ-

ence on the design of the self-assess-
ment grids and the questionnaires as 
well as on the subsequent data analy-
sis. However, they only partly served 
the purpose of understanding the re-
sults and impact of the follow-up 
and review process and the societal 
and systemic change at national level. 
Even though the empirical findings 
from the case studies take account of 
some critical contextual factors, as 
observed and discussed during the 
interviews with the different stake-
holders, these factors were not key to 
a more comprehensive cause-effect 
analysis. 

Links

 | Action for Sustainable 
Development (Action4SD)

 | Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network (SDSN)

 | United Nations Global 
Compact (UNGC)

https://action4sd.org/
https://action4sd.org/
https://www.unsdsn.org/
https://www.unsdsn.org/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
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4 Key findings from the case studies 

4.1 Self-assessments synthesis: self-reported performance on the  
 UNDP-UNDESA analytical framework for quality of stakeholder engagement 

Prior to each interview, the select-
ed stakeholders were asked to self-
evaluate, on a coloured scoring scale 
from 0 to 3 (from ‘worst’ to ‘best’), 
the respective level that best reflects 
attainment of the key principles 
and dimensions of the UNDP and 
UNDESA analytical framework for 
measuring the quality of stakeholder 
engagement (see Figure 1). The self-
assessments were sent to each identi-
fied resource person of the stakehold-
er groups included in the interviews 
for all 16 case studies, reaching an 
overall response rate by country of 
75% (12 out of 16). The guiding 
questions that were evaluated by the 
respondents focused on the nation-
al (and local) efforts and specific ex-
periences concerning the engagement 
of non-state actors in 2030 Agen-
da follow-up and review, bearing in 
mind the prime responsibility of gov-
ernment institutions to facilitate and 
coordinate the ‘engagement prac-
tice’. The questions in the self-assess-
ment did not cover specific actions 
and efforts at a regional or global lev-
el. The great majority of the self-as-
sessments were completed by a sin-
gle stakeholder respondent, i.e. the 
resource person, and in some cases 
in consultation with peers from the 
same organisation/institution or net-
work members. Benin and Finland 
submitted individual self-assessments 
for more than one of the stakeholder 
groups participating in the interview. 
Altogether 85% of the responses 
(12 out of the 14 received self-assess-
ments) came from non-state actors 

(see Methodology section) and only 
15% of the respondents (2 out of 14) 
were representing government insti-
tutions (Benin and Mexico). 

The overall results from the self-as-
sessments are summarised in Fig-
ure 1. The biggest shortcomings 
were identified in the ‘influence in 
decision-making’ and ‘responsive-
ness’ dimensions. In many of the 
cases, the impact deficit on the deci-
sion-making procedures in follow-up 
and review can mostly be explained 
by the little or no information on 
how the inputs provided by stake-
holders were used to inform the out-
comes and follow-up actions of the 
process. The low score can also be as-
sociated with the nature of the con-
sultation exercises in many of the ex-
amples, which were often organised 
as a ‘formality’ in response to per-
ceived international expectations, 
with no substantial influence in actu-
al decision-making processes. 

The ‘responsiveness’ dimension, 
which relates to ‘reception of feed-
back, including grievances, on how 
the engagement process reflects the 
principles of inclusion, participa-
tion and accountability; availabili-
ty and ability to redress weaknesses, 
for example by adapting the process’ 
(UNDP and UNDESA, 2021), also 
scores below average in comparison 
to other dimensions. This general 
pattern across countries was reaf-
firmed during the interviews with the 
selected stakeholders. It seems that 

the existence of inclusive and par-
ticipatory mechanisms is no guar-
antee of actions actually being tak-
en by the responsible authorities in 
order to redress grievances, respond 
to complaints or critically discuss the 
received feedback on the process.

In most cases, stakeholders had di-
rect access to substantive informa-
tion (e.g. official data, thematic and 
expert reports, government-led as-
sessments, etc.) informing the review 
process, which reflects the highest av-
erage level reached for this dimen-
sion. This is very much in line with 
the key findings of the case studies, 
which suggest 

i a better appreciation by govern-
ment authorities of the techni-
cal strengths of stakeholders for 
contributing to the follow-up 
and review process with their ex-
pertise, skills, and quality inputs 
(such as complementary data 
collection tools/methods, assess-
ment reports, thematic evalua-
tions, surveys etc.), and 

ii the authorities’ greater willing-
ness to work in collaborative ar-
rangements and share infor-
mation as a result. It should, 
however, be noted that the in-
terviewed stakeholders includ-
ed well-informed experts and 
organisations with appropriate 
capacities that might simplify 
the real situation in terms of ac-
cess to substantive information 
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Figure 1. Overall scoring by key principles and dimensions 

Figure 2. Results by stakeholder group: civil society organisations, alliances and networks
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for organisations with scarce ca-
pacities in the same country. 

In general, the evaluations of the gov-
ernment representatives were much 
more homogenous compared to 
those of the rest of the stakehold-
ers. They indicated only a partial var-
iation in the influence in decision-
making (between levels 2 and 3) and 
high scores (level 3) for all other di-
mensions. 

Responses by civil society actors (see 
Figure 2 above) provide clear evi-
dence of the ‘weak spots’ of the re-
view process, as indicated by their 
experiences and perceptions with re-
spect to the influence in decision-
making and accountability dimen-
sions. This can be further explained 
by the important role civil society 
played in the follow-up and review 
process, in addition to their comple-
mentary ‘technical function’– which 
in many of the examined cases was 
to support and oversee the standards 
and mechanisms of accountability set 
by governments. 

The ratings provided by the private 
sector, business associations, aca-
demia and local authorities (see Fig-
ures 3, 4 and 5 below) likewise illus-
trate a negative prevalence in the two 
dimensions within the principles of 
participation and accountability. As 
outlined above, the meaningful en-
gagement of stakeholders in the re-
view process requires collaborative 
decision-making and arrangements 
that are responsive to the concerns, 
needs and priorities jointly identified 
through a participatory process. Ef-
fectively addressing weaknesses in the 
follow-up and review process, and 

proactively engaging stakeholders in 
strategic agenda setting, were recog-
nised in the self-evaluations as com-
mon shortcomings for stakeholders, 
given the commitments and actions 
needed on the part of governments. 

In many of the cases, alongside 
CSOs, business associations and aca-
demics played a critical role of ‘tech-
nical partner’ to the government, in 
particular with respect to the collec-
tion of data and information, but un-
like CSOs, less so in the processing 
and validation of the assessment re-
sults. This reflects the perceived low-
er level of their influence in the de-
cision-making dimension compared 
to the responses of civil society. In 
contrast to other stakeholders, lo-
cal authorities evaluated their expe-
riences with respect to the accessi-
bility and transparency dimensions 
quite differently (see Figure 5 below). 
This can be linked to their mandat-
ed responsibilities, which frequent-
ly include channelling or translating 
available government information 
(both on the substantive issues and 
on the process itself ) into accessi-
ble local or minority languages that 
are specific to their territory. Inter-
estingly, the self-assessment of In-
dia, which reflects experiences of var-
ious vulnerable and marginalised 
groups, indicates numerous ‘accessi-
bility issues’ for persons with disabil-
ities across provinces, which were re-
lated to the inadequate or uneven 
implementation of policies. Despite 
the fact that the self-assessments were 
not designed to allow comparabili-
ty between contexts, they did provide 
indications of the multitude of dif-
ferent and sometimes opposing views 
on the key principles and dimensions 

resulting from the varying experienc-
es, norms, standards, roles and in-
terests among stakeholders. Howev-
er, fluctuating stakeholder opinions 
were also observed within the same 
country. The self-evaluations of civ-
il society and local authorities in Fin-
land, for example, differ in their per-
ceptions regarding the dimensions of 
non-discrimination and accessibility, 
with lower scores provided by CSOs 
due to their role of holding govern-
ments accountable for the inclusive-
ness of the review process. 

Variations in the contextual factors, 
the relatively small sampling size of 
respondents, and the largely percep-
tion-based character of the self-as-
sessments are all valid reasons for 
continued discussion about the in-
terpretation of the presented re-
sults. The synthesis, however, helps 
to identify common trends and high-
lights specific strengths, weakness-
es and opportunities in the engage-
ment of stakeholders in the national 
follow-up and review processes. The 
overall results suggest a certain ‘gap’ 
for the dimensions assessing how the 
provided inputs and different per-
spectives influence decision-mak-
ing, beyond simply consulting stake-
holders. They also reaffirm the lack 
of ‘responsive mechanisms’ in many 
contexts for redressing weaknesses, 
responding to grievances and accom-
modating concerns on the process as 
a whole. A positive trend can also be 
observed when it comes to the gov-
ernment’s openness to sharing sub-
stantive information, which can be 
a consequence of its ‘appreciation’ of 
the technical capacities and thematic 
contributions stakeholders can make 
in the SDG review process. 
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Figure 3. Results by stakeholder group: private sector and business associations

Figure 4. Results by stakeholder group: academia and universities

Figure 5. Results by stakeholder group: local authorities
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4.2 Examples of engagement mechanisms 

What most cases and stakeholders 
have in common is that they all, in 
different ways, operationalised ei-
ther ad-hoc or standing engagement 
mechanisms that increased access to 
relevant information, promoted par-
ticipation and partnerships, and en-
abled contributions and inputs from 
various non-state actors in govern-
ment-led processes. Conversely, these 
mechanisms also facilitated gov-
ernment engagement in stakehold-
er-led initiatives. The practices in-
cluded a wide variety of engagement 
approaches, ranging from more in-
novative participatory data collec-
tion partnerships and co-creation 
processes, through which stakehold-
ers gained wider influence in political 
bodies and strategic decision-mak-
ing, to more standard communica-
tion channels for awareness-raising, 
information sharing and consulta-
tion. 

As noted earlier, UNDESA and 
UNITAR have identified four levels 
that can describe the different stag-
es of stakeholder engagement in the 
2030 Agenda implementation and 
review process (see Figure 6). P4R 
(2018) also elaborated a four-level 
framework focusing explicitly on the 
different levels of stakeholder partic-
ipation in the review processes (see 
Figure 6), where the first two levels 
correspond to the first two levels of 

the UNDESA/UNITAR classifica-
tion and the third and fourth levels 
differ somewhat.

One key finding of the case stud-
ies is that for the first level of shar-
ing accurate and consistent infor-
mation (UNDESA/UNITAR, 2020; 
P4R, 2018), governments utilised 
many common approaches and tools 
(with due consideration of the or-
ganisational challenges discussed in 
section 4.5). They also included ac-
tivities such as providing stakehold-
ers with relevant information on the 
review process through email lists, 
websites, newsletters, webinars, pub-
lic meetings, radio programmes and 
media outlets. This included dissem-
inating information in accessible lo-
cal languages (e.g. in Mexico). At the 
same time, many of the non-state ac-
tors made a genuine effort to engage 
government experts and share infor-
mation for their complementary fol-
low-up and review initiatives, includ-
ing for the selected priority areas and 
indicators in their assessment reports 
(e.g. South Africa, Nepal) and the in-
tended data collection methods (e.g. 
Bolivia, Malaysia). In Ghana, a coa-
lition of CSOs supported the devel-
opment of a web portal to catalogue 
various SDG initiatives and relevant 
actors. 

With regards to the second level 
of stakeholder engagement, a great 
number of thematic and specif-
ic group consultations (UNDESA/
UNITAR, 2020; P4R, 2018) have 
been held, especially in countries pre-
paring their VNRs. Broadly speak-
ing, in most cases ad-hoc or standing 
mechanisms have been put in place 
to collect (substantive) feedback con-
cerning case studies, best practices, or 
written comments from stakehold-
ers on the review priorities, most-
ly through (online) meetings and ex-
pert discussions. Some governments 
(e.g. Iceland) also considered rele-
vant scientific research as a particu-
lar input to the follow-up and review 
outcomes. In many instances, the 
governments acknowledged the re-
ceived comments and feedback, even 
though not all inputs provided by 
stakeholders influenced the review 
outcomes. But even when the feed-
back only partially influenced the 
outcomes (e.g. Kyrgyzstan, Austria, 
Costa Rica) it did have major signif-
icance for the overall review conclu-
sions and follow-up actions.
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Figure 6. Levels of stakeholder engagement 

29

4 Key findings from the case studies 

INFORM

CONSULT

INVOLVE

COLLABORATE

Le
ve

l o
f 
st

ak
eh

ol
de

r 
em

po
w

er
m

en
t

Level of engagement

INFORMATIVE  
INTEREST  
IN

EMPOWERING  
&  
CO-CREATION

CONSULTATIVE  
ENGAGEMENT

PARTNERSHIPS 
OF  
KNOWLEDGE

Source: Adapted from UN DESA & UNITAR 2020,  

Stakeholder Engagement & The 2030 Agenda Guide

Source: Adapted from P4R 2018, The Whole of Society Approach

Levels of participation



30

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

Concerning the third level of stake-
holder engagement according to UN-
DESA/UNITAR (2020), some stake-
holders were involved (UNDESA/
UNITAR, 2020) in the official na-
tional delegation and co-presented at 
the HLPF (e.g. India, Ghana, Nepal, 
South Africa) or regional forums (e.g. 
Poland), and co-organised side events 
(e.g. Austria, Ghana). In addition, 
some non-state actors led national 
consultations with marginalised and 
vulnerable groups and facilitated lo-
cal assessments (e.g. India), joint-
ly with relevant government coun-
terparts or in cooperation with other 
stakeholder groups and UN entities. 
When engaged well in advance, gov-
ernments actively participated and 
even contributed to parallel stake-
holder-led review processes (e.g. Ne-
pal, South Africa). 

And concerning the fourth lev-
el according to UNDESA/UNI-
TAR (2020), many of the stakehold-
ers have collaborated (UNDESA/
UNITAR, 2020) and actively par-
ticipated in national SDG coordi-
nation mechanisms and institution-
al arrangements. These include for 
instance permanent inter-institu-
tional committees and multi-stake-
holder commissions, strategic 2030 
Agenda high-level councils and ad-
hoc thematic or VNR-related work-

ing groups. In some cases, govern-
ments and stakeholders collaborated 
to provide capacity building support 
and training to other less-resourceful 
groups (e.g. Benin, Ghana). In the 
cases of Georgia and South Africa, 
governments and stakeholders jointly 
validated the results of parallel stake-
holder assessments. Only few ac-
tors, however, confirmed the availa-
bility of dedicated government funds 
(e.g. Japan) to support broader stake-
holder participation, and as a result, 
the vast majority of the interviewed 
stakeholders relied on (external) do-
nor funding to enable their active en-
gagement. 

The degree of empowerment and 
partnerships, i.e. the third and fourth 
levels of stakeholder engagement ac-
cording to the P4R study (P4R, 
2018), differed considerably across 
countries with regard to the number 
of actors involved, the availability of 
resources, capacities and experienc-
es and the different roles and respon-
sibilities played by stakeholders in 
the review process. Some stakehold-
ers (e.g. Ghana, Nepal) took the in-
itiative to align plans, activities and 
resources between CSO SDG plat-
forms and national multi-stakehold-
er commissions facilitated by the 
government. Others (e.g. South Af-
rica) initiated a dialogue among key 

government experts and stakehold-
ers to explore opportunities for using 
non-official data and information for 
SDG monitoring purposes. The di-
alogue also explored how to further 
strengthen the accountability mech-
anisms by building a government-led 
multi-stakeholder platform mobilis-
ing different groups and actors. Some 
countries, however, managed to con-
solidate broad-based, diverse and ef-
fective multi-stakeholder processes 
(e.g. Mexico, Finland) where stake-
holders are able to directly influence 
the national development priorities, 
vision, agenda-setting and decision-
making. The long institutional tradi-
tion and experiences in Finland com-
bined with a distributed leadership 
culture in the engagement mecha-
nisms, for example, fostered a multi-
tude of collaborative initiatives and 
institutionalised a number of small 
scale and multi-stakeholder partner-
ships, not only in implementation 
but also in the 2030 Agenda review 
processes. This study also looked at 
a few bilateral partnerships in the re-
view process between the private sec-
tor and the government (e.g. Poland) 
and between the private sector and 
academia (e.g. Costa Rica) involving 
the utilisation of SDG-related da-
ta through web surveys and reporting 
tools produced by private enterprises.
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4.3. Linking stakeholder engagement with results and impact 

Undoubtedly, the dynamics of en-
gagement practice and national spe-
cificities play a major part in the re-
sults and impact achieved through 
the follow-up and review process. 
The documented experiences illus-
trate valuable pointers to the perspec-
tives of stakeholders on what can be 
understood as ‘tangible results’ or a 
‘systemic impact’, reflecting their in-
dividual circumstances and percep-
tions. For different stakeholders, and 
in different contexts, the ‘entry’ into 
engagement practice usually pro-
ceeds from different starting points 
– a fact that resonates with varying 
understandings of the achieved re-
sults and impact across countries. 
The case studies (see Part II) provide 
rich insights into how the contextu-
al factors and technical and organisa-
tional capacities of stakeholders can 
contribute to a results-oriented and 
impactful follow-up and review pro-
cess. This section presents some of 
the concrete achievements that re-
sulted from the various engagement 
practices included in this study. 

While almost all interviewees ar-
gued that a key outcome of the en-
gagement process is direct dialogue 
with authorities and an increase 
in informed interactions between 
stakeholders, some suggested that 
emphasis needs to be placed on sys-
temic (long-term) changes rath-
er than short-term options. These 
would include for instance creat-
ing scope for sustained co-creation 
processes in SDG follow-up and re-
view, maintaining shared (perma-
nent) working structures, promot-
ing the institutionalised involvement 
of stakeholders in strategic councils 
and committees, and even co-facili-
tation functions (depending on the 
expertise and knowledge of stake-
holders) for particular thematic are-
as. Some stakeholders pragmatically 
focused their contributions on what 
might be ‘realistically achievable’ giv-
en the current state of affairs, typical-
ly combining technical support with 
resources to ensure more credible da-
ta collection and analysis. One strate-
gy that has prioritised ‘multiple entry 
points’ framed around measurable re-
sults enabled a range of stakeholders 
to guarantee a more robust and rig-
orous follow-up and review process, 
and conveniently increased the inter-
actions and possibilities for partner-
ships with public authorities. Such 
is the case in Poland, where a collab-

orative venture between CRS Con-
sulting (a Polish company special-
ised in strategic consulting in the 
field of corporate social responsibili-
ty and sustainable development) and 
Statistics Poland resulted in the de-
velopment of the Impact Barome-
ter Tool. This is a workable, cost-free 
and ready-to-use reporting frame-
work designed to support private 
companies in measuring in a consist-
ent and comparable way their con-
tributions to SDG implementation. 
Similarly, in many of the cases, stake-
holders raised the level and quali-
ty of engagement by offering practi-
cal (monitoring/diagnostic) tools and 
supplementary (analytical) methods, 
applied (individually or jointly) to-
gether with government institutions, 
which enhanced the overall quality of 
the follow-up and review outcomes. 
Indeed, evidence from the examined 
engagement practices suggests that 
even in situations of political and so-
cial-economic pressure, governments 
are more willing to devote time, share 
information and participate in in-
itiatives led by stakeholders when 
the latter are able to provide con-
crete ‘easy to apply’ tools that would 
strengthen the objectivity of the re-
view process.
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Given the data limitations of offi-
cial statistics in Bolivia, for example, 
the Universidad Privada Boliviana 
(UPB), the co-host institution for 
the SDSN in the country, decided to 
concentrate its efforts on developing 
a publicly accessible diagnostic tool 
that could be used by different stake-
holders to monitor and tackle com-
plex problems of sustainability. The 
added value and clear benefits for the 
SDG review process enabled UPB to 
engage in a focused dialogue and in-
crease interactions with relevant gov-
ernment institutions on the technical 
characteristics and potential utility of 
the tool, which resulted in a joint val-
idation exercise. This shows that in 
situations where there are scarce en-
gagement opportunities for stake-
holders, an approach formulated to-
wards actions seeking to address 
major ‘technical’ gaps in the SDG 
review process, can directly pro-

mote discussions about shared pri-
orities, and indirectly lay the foun-
dations for a systemic change in the 
inclusion and participation of stake-
holders in the future. 

Many of the interviewed stakeholders 
used the preparation of their coun-
tries’ VNRs as positive triggers to 
maximise the political and institu-
tional space for engagement, mobi-
lise partnerships, influence policy in-
itiatives and promote the uptake of 
follow-up actions. For CSOs in Aus-
tria and Kyrgyzstan, their first VNR 
preparation cycle in 2020 represent-
ed, above all, an opportunity for im-
proved dialogue with government of-
ficials and a chance for institutional 
representation of stakeholders in offi-
cial committees and working groups 
that had previously been non-exist-
ent. By contrast, in countries pre-
senting VNRs more regularly, co-cre-

ation processes based on common 
working structures and trustful rela-
tionships have been already consoli-
dated. Here, stakeholders are there-
fore less likely to be concerned about 
the engagement methods employed 
by governments, and more likely to 
focus on ensuring an integrated mul-
ti-sectoral and multi-level review ef-
fort that can address systemic and 
context-specific problems. In the cas-
es of Benin and Mexico, local author-
ities, alongside other relevant stake-
holders, have become an integral part 
of the national 2030 Agenda institu-
tional arrangements and multi-stake-
holder mechanisms. They provide 
consultative inputs, local data and 
separate territorial assessments from 
the sub-national level that have en-
riched the follow-up and review in-
formation base for developing inno-
vative localised solutions to systemic 
challenges. 
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4.4. Contextual factors influencing the level of engagement  
 and participation of stakeholders in 2030 Agenda follow-up and review 

The interviewed stakeholders point-
ed to a range of contextual factors 
that influence the level of their en-
gagement and participation in 2030 
Agenda follow-up and review. These 
factors can be grouped under three 
categories: 

1 the national social-economic and 
cultural context and the relative 
openness of the political process 
and legislation in place; 

2 the professional background, 
skills, knowledge, previous expe-
riences and interests of the stake-
holders involved and the main 
government institution(s) carrying 
out the review; and 

3 access to essential resources and 
the availability of a system for fi-
nancial and non-financial incen-
tives. 

Variations in the extent of these con-
textual elements, or combinations of 
them, had an impact on the engage-
ment dynamics and outcomes of fol-
low-up and review, and frequently 
determined the efforts stakeholders 
needed to ‘invest’ in the whole pro-
cess. Undoubtedly, in many situa-
tions these contextual factors can in-
fluence the uptake of the follow-up 
(results) and its sustainability. 

Firstly, the opportunities for en-
gagement in follow-up and review 
vary significantly based on the na-
tional context, policies and legisla-
tion. The more the legal and policy 
frameworks and government institu-
tions are open to engagement with 
non-state actors, the more likely ac-
tive participation, interest and ‘in-
vestment’ by diverse stakeholders 
become. The specific political and so-
cial-economic landscape and consul-
tative traditions in many of the cas-
es defined the review process in terms 
of its easiness to initiate and simplici-
ty to maintain. In Finland, for exam-
ple, since 1993 the National Com-
mission on Sustainable Development 
has been continuously providing an 
inclusive platform for engagement 
with a wide range of stakeholders. 
This is based on a distributed leader-
ship culture and flexible working ar-
rangements that go beyond decisions 
of individual governments, and thus 
possess established collaborative tra-
ditions. 

The relative openness of the politi-
cal process also determines the ap-
proach and methods applied by the 
main government institution(s) over-
seeing 2030 Agenda follow-up and 
review. The more restrictive policies 
and laws are, the greater the scope for 
direct influence by a single entity on 
the modalities of the review process-
es. This induces a more limited ac-
ceptance of the review outcomes and 
fragmented uptake of the follow-up 
actions by stakeholders. In Ghana, 
national authorities and stakehold-
ers enhanced collective ownership of, 
and burden-sharing for, the SDG re-
view processes through joint com-
mittees/permanent working struc-
tures. These combined resources and 
activities for the implementation of 
citizens’ awareness-raising initiatives, 
the organisation of expert workshops 
and trainings for media representa-
tives.

34
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Secondly, emerging evidence from 
the case studies indicates that skills 
and relevant experiences in under-
taking large-scale assessment ex-
ercises by stakeholders have prov-
en to meaningfully contribute to 
the review process with tangible in-
puts. The evidence even suggests 
that this may help overcome politi-
cal constraints. The process of data 
collection, analysis and report writ-
ing requires highly specialised skills, 
technical knowledge and sufficient 
time, which usually pose an enor-
mous challenge for both govern-
ments and stakeholders (even more 
so in resource-limited situations). In 
India, the Wada Na Todo Abhiyan 
(WNTA), a campaign alliance of civ-
il society organisations, has been con-
ducting independent annual assess-
ments of government performance. 
Initially this involved the MDGs and 
the Five-Year (Development) Plans 
of India. More recently, efforts have 
focused on measuring implemen-
tation of the leave no one behind 
(LNOB) pledge in conjunction with 
the SDGs. These actual experienc-
es and ready-to-use data and instru-
ments positioned WNTA as a cred-
ible ‘technical partner’ that co-led 
(jointly with government agencies) 
the discussions and engagement of 
vulnerable and marginalised groups 
in preparation of the LNOB Chap-
ter of the 2020 VNR report of India. 
This was irrespective of the admin-
istrative hurdles that prevent insti-
tutionalisation of WNTA in the na-
tional SDG review mechanisms. 

Finally, many of the interviewed 
stakeholders indicated that limit-
ed resources and a lack of financial 
incentives (e.g. funding to enable 
smaller organisations and stakehold-
ers from the sub-national level to 
participate in national follow-up and 
review events, capacity development 
and follow-up grants for identified 
‘problem areas’) and non-financial 
incentives (such as cross-learn-
ing and delivery of recognitions and 
awards) were a considerable obsta-
cle for successful follow-up and re-
view. Interviewees explained that 
such incentives are of major signifi-
cance for the nature of the process, as 
they help ensure the quality of the as-
sessment and its outcomes and the 
availability (and complexity) of tools 
and methods, as well as enabling the 
active participation of a wide range 
of relevant non-state actors. In coun-
tries with very limited resources, 
non-financial incentives (e.g. train-
ing, public recognition of good prac-
tices, awards, competitions) were 
essential in order to stimulate the in-
terest of key stakeholders and en-
sure longer-term commitment to the 
identified gaps. One of the major 
challenges in the national follow-up 
and review process in Kyrgyzstan, for 
instance, has been the general lack 
of resources and incentives to sup-
port the engagement of civil socie-
ty organisations, which represent the 
voices of vulnerable and marginal-
ised populations and groups in rural 
and remote areas. To overcome these 
limitations, the Forum of Women’s 

NGOs 
of Kyr-
gyzstan mobi-
lised engagement through its local 
networks and in cooperation with 
like-minded organisations. It relied 
mostly on the availability of non-fi-
nancial ‘assets’, such as time, ener-
gy and the members’ commitment 
to ensuring that the needs and con-
cerns of vulnerable groups, especial-
ly women from rural areas, inform 
policymaking and benchmarking. 
In Benin, the National Association 
of Municipalities (ANCB) has been 
regularly organising competitions 
to identify best practice examples 
for SDG localisation and give them 
awards. This has promoted com-
parisons among municipalities, cre-
ated a genuine competitive atmos-
phere, and facilitated cross-learning 
and scaling-up of innovative practic-
es that can be replicated across sub-
regions. Similarly, the Global Com-
pact Network Georgia (GCNG), and 
its host organisation the Civil Devel-
opment Agency (CIDA), have been 
organising the Corporate Responsi-
bility Award and the SDG Pioneers 
as measures to galvanise more ac-
tive participation by the private sec-
tor in the 2030 Agenda processes in 
the country. 
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4.5. Challenges in practice 

From a theoretical point of view, the 
conceptual frameworks behind the 
participation, engagement and part-
nerships of/with stakeholders in gov-
ernance mechanisms provide useful 
guidance on how to build an effec-
tive, inclusive and participatory fol-
low-up and review process. However, 
they fall short of accurately reflect-
ing the diverse local realities in sus-
taining such processes. As discussed 
in previous chapters, the political 
space, economic, legal, cultural and 
social factors, access to resources and 
inefficient capacities all have an im-
pact on the quality of stakeholder en-
gagement. However, a number of ad-
ditional challenges were also faced 
by stakeholders that provide useful 
pointers concerning the practical im-
plications of those key concepts. 

Constructing meaningful engage-
ment mechanisms that are able to 
capture quality contributions from 
various stakeholders, sectors and lev-
els of governance is an extensive and 
complex process. With a multitude 
of indigenous languages and their 
variants, and diverse cultures, devel-
opment needs and knowledge gaps, 
including patchy internet access and 
technological conditions at the sub-
national level, government officials 
from Mexico, for instance, had lit-
tle room to directly apply the recom-
mended ‘rules’ of engagement for lo-
cal and regional authorities. These 
would have required them to bal-
ance the national engagement vision 
with local specificity, invest addition-
al time and adapt the engagement ac-

tivities to the particular local situa-
tions. 

Consensus-building was also iden-
tified as a common challenge given 
the multiplicity of stakeholders, each 
with different and often opposing in-
terests, purposes and needs. Groups 
representing vulnerable and margin-
alised populations might find it dif-
ficult to formulate shared objectives 
in the review process with represent-
atives from the private sector. There-
fore, some of the interviewed stake-
holders underlined the important 
leadership role of public institu-
tions in harmonising the varie-
ty of purposes and interests, even 
if that means putting aside some 
of the received inputs and contri-
butions and risks discouraging cer-
tain stakeholders from participat-
ing. Regarding the experiences with 
preparation of the two VNRs of Cos-
ta Rica, one key lesson for the Busi-
ness Alliance for Development (La 
Alianza Empresarial para el Desar-
rollo, AED) was that the private sec-
tor (and other stakeholders) should 
not explicitly generate pressure by 
making demands and requests based 
on mandates-. Instead, they should 
use the VNR process as a driver for 
a continued dialogue with govern-
ment authorities. This will ensure a 
progressive and widening commit-
ment among stakeholders to foster-
ing shared co-benefits through sec-
toral and multi-sectoral partnerships 
with clearly defined collaborative ob-
jectives. 

Some cases highlight that when the 
government engages stakeholders in 
response to external ‘best practices’ 
and does not assume leadership in or-
der to facilitate deeper interactions 
among different stakeholders, and 
thereby promote shared goals, the 
longer-term institutionalisation of 
non-state actors in the SDG review 
mechanisms is compromised. The 
absence of long-term institutional-
ised involvement of stakeholders was 
often associated with implications 
for the operational planning process-
es for stakeholders, making the en-
gagement dynamics less predictable. 
It also impacted participation and 
the outcomes of the engagement. In 
the case of South Africa, for exam-
ple, stakeholders were sometimes un-
der the impression that the govern-
ment tended to ‘re-act’ to demands 
from stakeholders, rather than pro-
actively creating opportunities for 
participation. As a result, this con-
strained the diversity and inclusive-
ness of non-state actors in the SDG 
review frameworks. It is important to 
note, however, that in some cases this 
inadequate leadership was more a re-
sult of the scarce institutional capac-
ities of the main government institu-
tions responsible for coordination of 
the follow-up and review, rather than 
any intentional policy discourse. 

One major challenge across coun-
tries and stakeholders is the lack of 
data, and disaggregated data, for rel-
evant SDG indicators. Although the 
lack of data is not a challenge per se 
for the engagement of stakeholders, 
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the data collection process, involv-
ing the integration of different da-
ta sources and the provision of differ-
ent types of statistics, including those 
from stakeholders, faced great diffi-
culties. The lack of clear guidance, 
and concerns regarding the compara-
bility and quality of data provided by 
stakeholders, prevented a ‘technical 
dialogue’ on the availability and us-
ability of data with relevant partners 
in some countries. In others, as in the 
case of Iceland, the ‘data questions’ 
brought together university profes-
sors, academic researchers, senior 
students and government experts to 
jointly identify and evaluate the ac-
cessibility and quality of relevant da-
ta. The participatory data collection 
methods not only enhanced access to 
data and information for the SDG 
review, but also ensured the collec-
tive ownership of the findings and 
paved the way for joint initiatives to 
raise public awareness of the SDGs in 
Iceland. In many of the cases, initial 
technical discussions, especially con-
cerning the identification, collection 
and analysis of data, gradually mobi-
lised a broader engagement of stake-
holders. 

Finally, stakeholders faced a num-
ber of challenges with the organi-

sational aspects of the SDG review 
process. Most of the issues related to: 
insufficient time, delays in informa-
tion sharing, unrealistic deadlines for 
inputs, unclear expectations concern-
ing the respective roles and contri-
butions of stakeholders, vaguely for-
mulated or missing milestones, the 
period (year) of VNR preparation, 
and the organisation of various meet-
ings that tended to involve as many 
stakeholders as possible but which 
might not have been equally relevant 
to everyone, thus ‘generating fatigue’ 
among participants. Multiple stake-
holders noted the importance of hav-
ing accessible information in local 
languages, which in some contexts 
greatly increased the required re-
sources and logistics. However, they 
also noted the importance of using 
‘appropriate and simple language’ to 
enable society at large to understand 
complex development problems. As 
observed by the Jeffrey Sachs Center 
on Sustainable Development at Sun-
way University (JSC) in Malaysia, 
the traditional approach of academia, 
which usually uses scientific language 
that targets a very narrow audience, 
might not mobilise the necessary 
broad-based support for critical de-
velopment challenges. As a result, 
and despite the fact that differ-

ent stakeholders are being engaged 
in the national follow-up and review 
mechanisms, SDG implementation 
risks remaining the sole responsibility 
of central authorities and administra-
tive elites in capitals, while ordinary 
citizens have limited information, 
knowledge or opportunities to be in-
volved in these processes.

Despite the fact that neither the in-
terviews nor the self-assessments 
dealt with the consequences and im-
pacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on the engagement of stakeholders, 
some respondents expressed concerns 
about the effectiveness and utility of 
the switch to remote engagement, 
given the lack of sufficient time to 
properly adjust, especially in the fi-
nal phases of the VNR preparation. 
It is noteworthy that most of the par-
ticipating stakeholders in this study 
still viewed the systemic and bureau-
cratic challenges as the main barri-
ers to the meaningful engagement of 
stakeholders in SDG follow-up and 
review. 



38

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

4.6. Success factors: putting the engagement framework into practice 

Strong governmental leadership and 
mediation skills, and a more promi-
nent co-facilitation function of stake-
holders to lead and coordinate the-
matic areas in the follow-up and 
review, were some of the key success 
factors identified during the inter-
views. The multi-stakeholder exam-
ple of Finland (also noted by other 
stakeholders participating in national 
multi-stakeholder mechanisms, such 
as in Georgia) showcased how long-
standing mechanisms and formal ar-
rangements with a low-hierarchy 
working culture, in which different 
stakeholders took on a leading role 
based on their respective strengths 
and thematic experiences, promot-
ed a distributed leadership culture 
with shared responsibility, and fos-
tered a common sense of purpose. 
In these cases (e.g. Georgia, Finland) 
the flexible working arrangements 
in the multi-stakeholder mecha-
nisms generated more ownership 
and buy-in among stakeholders, 
while ensuring a high degree of trans-
parency and credibility of the review 
outcomes. Having shared responsi-
bilities with differentiated roles in 
the multi-stakeholder mechanisms, 
made stakeholders feel more ‘invest-
ed and interested’ in the process, and 
as a consequence promoted a wider 
acceptance of the review conclusions 
and follow-up actions. 

For public authorities, engag-
ing stakeholders through collabora-
tive arrangements has mostly been 
initiated in order to comply with the 
essential requirements of the 2030 
Agenda follow-up and review frame-
work. In many of the cases, however, 
it has been successfully maintained 
by generating shared values and a 
common working culture. Some gov-
ernment representatives expressed 
their appreciation of the exper-
tise, technical skills and resources by 
which relevant stakeholders can com-
plement the review objectives and 
help address some of the major chal-
lenges. Although there were diverg-
ing views about the pros and cons of 
having flexible versus more formal 
engagement frameworks, a distinct 
advantage was seen when efforts were 
directed at promoting responsibil-
ity across stakeholders based on 
competencies. In other cases, how-
ever, as highlighted by Statistics Po-
land, a participatory review process 
would require going beyond tradi-
tional roles and adopting more flexi-
ble approaches. For example, the role 
of Statistics Poland in the Impact Ba-
rometer Initiative was that of a sub-
stantive partner as opposed to its 
conventional role of data provider.

For civil society, engaging with 
public authorities from early on 
with regard to their SDG review ac-
tivities (e.g. shadow/spotlight re-
ports, thematic assessments, analyti-
cal exercises, complementary reports 
and evaluations, etc.) increased the 
likelihood of validation and endorse-
ment by the government, includ-
ing a reinvigorated commitment to 
the identified gaps and priority are-
as. For example, key findings from 
the report of the CSO SDG Fo-
rum in Nepal were included in the 
2020 VNR, thus reflecting the per-
spectives of numerous non-state ac-
tors on SDG progress. Similarly, the 
2019 Citizens’ Report of South Afri-
ca was jointly validated with the gov-
ernment, reaffirming the legitima-
cy of the exercise and the relevance of 
its outputs for the official SDG mon-
itoring and reporting processes. In 
India, the independent CSO SDG 
review report complemented the de-
velopment of the LNOB Chapter of 
the 2020 VNR, capturing the ‘on-
the-ground’ experiences and efforts 
of CSOs to advance relevant targets 
for socially excluded groups, and pro-
mote non-discrimination and equi-
ty in national policy-making. Many 
of the interviewed CSO stakeholders 
directed their engagement activities 
towards combining sound techni-
cal analysis with a ‘quest for politi-
cal support’, in order to reinforce the 
credibility and legitimacy of their as-
sessment results. 
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For business associations, the 
availability of incentives geared to 
the interests of the private sector 
has been identified as the most im-
portant mobilising factor. Introduc-
ing public recognitions, non-finan-
cial rewards for good practices, plus 
publicity on specific value-oriented 
activities and operations, and increas-
ing informed discussions with rele-
vant authorities on tax reforms and 
possible policy changes, were con-
sidered critical prerequisites for suc-
cessful engagement of the private sec-
tor in the SDG follow-up and review. 
The interviewed business sector rep-
resentatives also underlined the im-
portance of ensuring the clarity of 
the reporting framework in terms of 
standardised formats, methodologi-
cal approach and focus/priority areas. 

For academia and  
universities, the SDG review 
represented an opportunity to 
strengthen the evidence base and 
establish constructive data collec-
tion partnerships. Academic and re-
search institutions in Bolivia, Iceland 
and Malaysia all supported the da-
ta collection process with innovative 
methods, practical tools and empiri-
cal research. It was argued that recog-
nising the independent contributions 
of researchers and academia interest-
ed in the SDGs can quickly leverage 
the available expertise, and yield both 
quantitative and qualitative informa-
tion to further strengthen the SDG 
monitoring framework. In many of 
the cases, the engagement of the ac-
ademic sector was among the main 
factors for maintaining multi-disci-
plinary consultations in the review 
process. 

For local and regional  
governments, one significant ad-
vantage of being involved in the na-
tional review mechanisms was the 
‘comparability factor’ and the ‘com-
petitive environment’ that can be 
strong drivers for municipalities to 
‘race to the top’ and accelerate pro-
gress on the SDGs across regions. 
For many local authorities, engage-
ment in the national SDG follow-
up and review was an opportunity to 
voice concerns over particular territo-
rial challenges, and align approaches 
with national strategic frameworks. 
In the cases of Benin, Japan, Fin-
land and Mexico, consultative inputs 
from the local level and VLR out-
comes informed the development of 
the country’s VNR. As was found in 
the case of Shimokawa municipali-
ty, a small town in Japan with a pop-
ulation of about 3,200 inhabitants, 
even very small towns and munici-
palities with no substantial resources 
can play an important role in moni-
toring and assessment of the SDGs. 
The Government of Japan has been 
supporting various awareness-rais-
ing activities and capacity-building 
measures, and has been allocating re-
sources designed to increase the en-
gagement of local authorities. As a 
result, Shimokawa town, alongside 
other cities, developed a set of local-
ised indicators, adapted and specific 
to each territory and context, which 
enhanced the continuity and sustain-
ability of the engagement process and 
guaranteed the relevance of local gov-
ernments for subsequent review cy-
cles. 

For all stakeholders, essential 
incentivising factors were the learn-
ing possibilities of the review process 
for sharing knowledge, discussing 
practices and exchanging experiences 
with peers and experts nationally, re-
gionally and globally. Alongside gov-
ernment officials, many of the inter-
viewed stakeholders participated in 
national forums and regional events, 
and co-presented at the HLPF. These 
were contributory factors to recog-
nition of the fundamental role that 
different stakeholders play in the 
process. Even though most of the 
stakeholders reaffirmed the lead re-
sponsibility of governments for em-
bracing inclusive and participatory 
approaches and securing long-term 
institutionalised engagement of 
stakeholders, some of the case stud-
ies illustrate the array of creative po-
tentials and innovations employed by 
stakeholders across countries to over-
come these constraints.

Public authorities
Civil society
Business associations
Academia and universities 

Local governments 
Regional governments
Stakeholders
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5 Discussion

This study yielded insights into the 
engagement practices of different 
stakeholder groups in different con-
texts. These provided a better under-
standing of how the capacities, roles 
and relationships of a wide range of 
relevant actors influence the choice 
of a particular engagement instru-
ment in order to deliver improved 
outcomes in SDG follow-up and re-
view, or foster systemic change. 

Based on the results of the self-assess-
ments, a clear preference by govern-
ments for the thematic expertise 
and technical skills of stakehold-
ers was observed. This was reflect-
ed in the highest scores for the di-
mension of the access to information. 
At the same time, opportunities 
for stakeholders to influence deci-
sion-making and address grievances 
through a redress mechanism yield-
ed the lowest scores. This is very 
much in line with the overall obser-
vations, which indicate a common 
perception among stakeholders that 
the existence of inclusive and par-
ticipatory approaches in follow-up 
and review is no guarantee of a func-
tional redress mechanism. Therefore, 
many stakeholders pragmatically fo-
cused their efforts and contributions 
on ‘technical support’ – by utilising 
practical tools and providing tangi-
ble inputs in response to ‘realities on 
the ground’, rather than to strategic 
agenda setting. 

The richness of the engagement ex-
periences enables a further discus-
sion about the roles and responsibili-
ties stakeholders can assume in 2030 
Agenda follow-up and review. Some 
stakeholders had positive experiences 
with formal arrangements, while oth-
ers benefited from a certain degree of 
flexibility and non-hierarchical work-
ing structures. In some cases, the en-
gagement practices were character-
ised as a two-way process in which 
responsibility was ‘shared’ among rel-
evant actors, with distinct compe-
tence-based roles. In these instances, 
national authorities facilitated a col-
laborative context that allowed for 
institutionalised participation and 
the incorporation of diverse stake-
holders and inputs. In others, contri-
butions were limited to what had the 
most feasible potential for an imme-
diate result. Such endeavours, howev-
er, can extend the possibilities for en-
gagement in the medium term. 

Reluctance to engage stakehold-
ers in government-led processes (e.g. 
VNRs, SDG official data collec-
tion, monitoring reports, peer review 
working groups, etc.) and vice ver-
sa to engage government officials in 
stakeholders-led initiatives (e.g. shad-
ow/spotlight reports, analytical ex-
ercises and in the methodological 
development of complementary di-
agnostic or data collection tools), was 
often associated with a lack of pre-
vious collaborative experiences and 
limited working relationships. Dif-
ferences were noted in countries that 
have prepared only one VNR report, 
for example, and those that have 
more regularly assembled VNR con-
tributions and inputs from stake-
holders. Generally, a greater VNR 
periodicity promoted trust-build-
ing and shared purposes among 
stakeholders. Ensuring consensus on 
key topics and procedures in follow-
up and review was another challenge. 
Frequently, governments (and stake-
holders) are faced with a ‘sea’ of inter-
ests, needs and approaches that may 
be difficult to unite around shared 
goals.

40
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Creating inclusive, participatory and 
accountable national follow-up and 
review is a complex process and re-
quires both financial resources and 
non-financial incentives. In this re-
gard, there are some lessons learned 
from the case studies that may pro-
vide useful guidance on how to initi-
ate and maintain such processes:

 | The engagement of stakeholders 
in follow-up and review is a mul-
ti-directional process with shared 
responsibilities and differentiat-
ed roles. 

 | Competence-based functions dis-
tributed between government en-
tities and key non-state actors gen-
erate broader ownership and wider 
acceptance of the review results, as 
stakeholders tend to be more in-
terested and invest more ‘assets’ in 
the process. 

 | To a varying degree, contextu-
al factors in countries are impor-
tant drivers for the engagement 
dynamics, outcomes and impact. 
Previous collaborative experienc-
es and active relationships between 
government entities and relevant 
stakeholders are all the more so.

 | National authorities tend to better 
appreciate the thematic expertise 
and technical knowledge of stake-
holders for complementing the 
SDG follow-up and review with 
practice-oriented tools and meth-
ods, especially for data collection 
and analysis. 

 | The early engagement of govern-
ment experts in stakeholder-led 
initiatives increases the potential 
for cross-validation and endorse-
ment by public authorities and 
can ensure subsequent commit-
ment in the follow-up actions.

 | In resource-limited settings, and 
where government capacities are 
scarce, stakeholders can provide a 
critical contribution of inputs and 
fact-based evidence to substantiate 
the SDG review process more rig-
orously and strengthen the credi-
bility of its findings. 

 | Non-financial incentives such as 
public recognitions, awards, cross-
learning and peer exchange, as 
well as a sustained competitive en-
vironment among stakeholders, 
are of major relevance for both en-
suring the quality of the review 
outcomes and the active engage-
ment of diverse stakeholders.

The engagement practices exam-
ined by this study provide a learn-
ing platform for understanding the 
methods, tools and approaches that 
governments and stakeholders alike 
choose to utilise in order to rein-
force the effectiveness of the nation-
al 2030 Agenda follow-up and review 
process, and ultimately maximise the 
possibilities for actual results and sys-
temic impact. The case studies high-
light some important particularities 
as well as similarities in the engage-
ment practices. In some countries, 
the key principles and dimensions 
for a meaningful engagement of 
stakeholders were considered ‘as a 
means to an end’ – for example, en-
suring more fact-based and evidence-
driven follow-up and review or sup-
porting a more rigorous and robust 
analysis. In others, compliance with 
the key principles and dimensions 
was viewed ‘as an end in itself ’ for 
achieving long-term goals. A range 
of context-specific factors influence 
the engagement dynamics in coun-
tries and determine the effective-
ness, outcomes and impact that re-
sult from these processes. In many 
of the cases, however, stakeholders 
‘operationalised’ an array of creative 
measures and innovations in order to 
overcome bureaucratic barriers and 
systemic challenges.

Lessons learned
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Case studies for

 | Austria 

 | Benin

 | Bolivia

 | Costa Rica

 | Finland

 | Georgia

 | Ghana 

 | Iceland 

 | India 

 | Japan

 | Kyrgyzstan 

 | Malaysia 

 | Mexico

 | Nepal

 | Poland 

 | South Africa
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Country

Compre-
hensive  
case

Thematic  
case

Theme  
(thematic  
cases only)

Stakeholder  
group Engagement approach Key elements Additional remarks 

Austria 



Including 
CSOs in 
institutional 
VNR 
arrangements 

Civil society  
alliances/
networks 

Official involvement of CSO 
representatives in the VNR 
Inter-Ministerial Working Group 
tasked with 2020 VNR preparation 
(previous SDG-related engagement 
between civil society and 
government has been mostly ad 
hoc).

CSOs provided good practice 
examples, formulated key 
recommendations and co-reviewed 
the draft chapters of the VNR 
report.

The 2020 VNR preparation 
process served as a catalyst for 
mobilising the engagement of 
civil society in implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda in Austria.

Benin



N/A Local 
authorities/
associations 
of local 
authorities

Municipal authorities and 
representatives of the National 
Association of Municipalities of 
Benin are included in the 2030 
Agenda national coordination 
mechanism.

Localised reporting on relevant 
SDG targets in each municipality 
informs VNR and national SDG 
reporting; dedicated SDG focal 
point in each municipality to 
ensure more integrated planning, 
monitoring and reporting. 

SDG prioritisation exercise 
completed in each municipality 
in Benin to identify the 
most relevant SDG targets; 
mechanisms in place to ensure 
integrated reporting between 
different levels of governance. 

Bolivia



Academia can 
complement 
the establish-
ment of a 
system for 
integrating 
different data 
sources.

Academia/
universities 

Non-formalised engagement 
with non-state actors; ad-hoc 
discussions concerning the 
availability of data for the relevant 
SDG indicators in Bolivia. 

Academia-led initiative for 
developing the ‘SDG Atlas Tool’ 
to provide publicly accessible 
information on SDG progress; 
leverage academic expertise to 
support systematic data collection 
and analysis, including the 
integration of different datasets. 

Verification of the results of the 
exploratory assessment of the 
available datasets in Bolivia by 
the National Statistical Institute.

Costa 
Rica 



N/A Business 
associations

Representatives of the private 
sector and business associations 
included in the national SDG 
Advisory Committee. 

Business associations partnered 
with academia to conduct a web-
based survey and collect specific 
information on the practices and 
contributions of the private sector 
in connection with the SDGs; 
results in the form of case studies 
shared with government for 
inclusion in the 2020 VNR. 

Preparation of a collaborative 
work plan to further consolidate 
the engagement of the business 
sector in the SDG Advisory 
Committee and associated 
national mechanisms. 

Finland


N/A Multi-

stakeholder  
mechanism

The Finnish National Commission 
on Sustainable Development has 
consolidated a broad system of 
multi-stakeholder representation 
and partnerships with more than 
100 stakeholders.

Low hierarchy and mostly 
bottom-up engagement approach; 
flexible working arrangements 
and distributed leadership 
culture, independent of political 
implications and electoral cycles. 

Direct involvement of ordinary 
citizens in SDG follow-
up and review through the 
‘Citizens Panels’; VLRs and CSO 
assessments informed the 2020 
VNR of Finland. 

Summary matrix: main features of the case studies
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Country

Compre-
hensive  
case

Thematic  
case

Theme  
(thematic  
cases only)

Stakeholder  
group Engagement approach Key elements Additional remarks 

Georgia


N/A Business 

associations 
Business associations included 
in the national SDG Council of 
Georgia. 

Multiple data collection and 
reporting tools to facilitate inputs 
and contributions from the private 
sector; the SDG report of the 
private sector was annexed to the 
2020 VNR.

Government validated and 
endorsed the SDG report of the 
private sector; mobilisation of 
more active participation by the 
private sector through public 
recognitions and awards. 

Ghana 



Integration of 
CSOs platform 
in national 
2030 Agenda 
coordination 
mechanisms 

Multi-
stakeholder 
mechanism

Multiple non-state actors formally 
included in the 2030 Agenda 
National Development Planning 
Commission and other relevant 
structures. 

Alignment of resources, plans and 
activities between the national 
coordination mechanism and the 
CSO SDG Platform, in order to 
increase impact and efficiency. 

CSO shadow reporting informed 
key conclusions of the 2019 
VNR; ToR of the VNR shared by 
the government for feedback 
from non-state actors, and vice 
versa CSOs shared the ToR of the 
shadow report for comments and 
inputs from government experts.

Iceland 



N/A Academia/

universities 

Technical SDG working group 
involved key government 
institutions and academia 
representatives in mapping and 
assessing the accessibility and 
quality of relevant data.

Utilise the available academic 
knowledge, expertise and 
research to address key data 
limitations; academia implemented 
participatory e-surveys and 
questionnaires to collect 
information. 

The SDG data mapping exercise 
was the first joint attempt 
of government institutions 
and academia to undertake a 
comprehensive multi-expert 
baseline assessment on the 
availability and quality of SDG 
data relevant to the context in 
Iceland.

India 



N/A Civil society 
community 
networks 

No institutionalised engagement of 
non-state actors in national SDG 
coordination mechanisms; mostly 
ad-hoc topic-based discussions. 

CSO community networks led the 
preparations of the LNOB Chapter 
of the 2020 VNR of India; extensive 
previous SDG-related and pro-poor 
experience in monitoring and 
evaluation of development goals 
for marginalised and vulnerable 
populations strengthened the 
relevance of CSO networks in 
the LNOB consultations; greater 
engagement through existing 
networks of local grassroots 
movements to assemble specific 
inputs and feedback. 

Series of joint national and sub-
national events organised and 
fostered direct dialogue on the 
needs and priorities of the most 
vulnerable groups at community 
level; the LNOB Chapter 
preparations laid the foundation 
for the potential accelerated 
institutionalised engagement of 
CSOs in national government- led 
SDG mechanisms.
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Country

Compre-
hensive  
case

Thematic  
case

Theme  
(thematic  
cases only)

Stakeholder  
group Engagement approach Key elements Additional remarks 

Japan



The role 
of small 
towns and 
municipalities 
in the national 
SDG follow-up 
and review 
processes 

Local 
authorities 
(small 
municipalities 
and towns) 

Non-formalised mechanism for 
the regular engagement of local 
authorities in the national 2030 
Agenda coordination arrangements; 
extensive ad-hoc and topic-
based consultations, including 
the allocation of resources from 
national to sub-national levels 
to increase participation of 
local authorities in SDG-related 
processes. 

Municipal and town 
representatives were actively 
engaged in revising the national 
SDGs Implementation Guiding 
Principles; Shimokawa town, 
alongside other cities in Japan, 
prepared city-level progress 
reports on implementation of the 
SDGs; multiple initiatives, including 
a set of localised indicators, a 
were developed that were adapted 
and specific to each sub-territory. 

Small towns and municipalities 
can play an important role in 
promoting inclusive SDG progress 
evaluations with locally driven 
information, and encourage 
knowledge sharing, peer learning 
and sharing of good practices 
between municipalities. 

Kyr-
gyzstan 



N/A Alliance of 
women’s CSOs 

CSOs included in the inter-
institutional VNR thematic and 
cross-cutting working groups. 

Critical inputs and contributions 
provided by CSOs influenced 
the 2020 VNR content; specific 
recommendations on women‘s 
rights and gender equality 
promoted the identification of 
follow-up actions involving 
sub-national accountability 
mechanisms.

The 2020 VNR consultations were 
the first large-scale national 
engagement initiative between 
government institutions and 
non-state actors to discuss 
development priorities and 
challenges in the country.

Malaysia 



N/A Academia/
universities

Academia and other non-state 
actors are included in the multi-
sectoral and multi-stakeholder 
technical working committee 
responsible for preparing the 2021 
VNR. 

Academia supports the 
development of a complementary 
SDG dashboard, taking into 
account proxy indicators and non-
official statistics, in addition to 
data provided by the Department 
of Statistics, in order to ensure 
more holistic monitoring and 
reporting; SDG dashboard 
methodology presented to relevant 
government agencies; the SDG 
dashboard will enable users 
to easily track performance on 
specific SDG targets, supplemented 
with scenario assessments.

Since the first 2017 VNR report, 
a significant shift towards more 
inclusive and participatory 
methods of collecting inputs and 
feedback, as well as the direct 
involvement of stakeholders 
in the SDG review processes, 
have been promoted by the 
responsible government entities. 
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Country

Compre-
hensive  
case

Thematic  
case

Theme  
(thematic  
cases only)

Stakeholder  
group Engagement approach Key elements Additional remarks 

Japan



The role 
of small 
towns and 
municipalities 
in the national 
SDG follow-up 
and review 
processes 

Local 
authorities 
(small 
municipalities 
and towns) 

Non-formalised mechanism for 
the regular engagement of local 
authorities in the national 2030 
Agenda coordination arrangements; 
extensive ad-hoc and topic-
based consultations, including 
the allocation of resources from 
national to sub-national levels 
to increase participation of 
local authorities in SDG-related 
processes. 

Municipal and town 
representatives were actively 
engaged in revising the national 
SDGs Implementation Guiding 
Principles; Shimokawa town, 
alongside other cities in Japan, 
prepared city-level progress 
reports on implementation of the 
SDGs; multiple initiatives, including 
a set of localised indicators, a 
were developed that were adapted 
and specific to each sub-territory. 

Small towns and municipalities 
can play an important role in 
promoting inclusive SDG progress 
evaluations with locally driven 
information, and encourage 
knowledge sharing, peer learning 
and sharing of good practices 
between municipalities. 

Kyr-
gyzstan 



N/A Alliance of 
women’s CSOs 

CSOs included in the inter-
institutional VNR thematic and 
cross-cutting working groups. 

Critical inputs and contributions 
provided by CSOs influenced 
the 2020 VNR content; specific 
recommendations on women‘s 
rights and gender equality 
promoted the identification of 
follow-up actions involving 
sub-national accountability 
mechanisms.

The 2020 VNR consultations were 
the first large-scale national 
engagement initiative between 
government institutions and 
non-state actors to discuss 
development priorities and 
challenges in the country.

Malaysia 



N/A Academia/
universities

Academia and other non-state 
actors are included in the multi-
sectoral and multi-stakeholder 
technical working committee 
responsible for preparing the 2021 
VNR. 

Academia supports the 
development of a complementary 
SDG dashboard, taking into 
account proxy indicators and non-
official statistics, in addition to 
data provided by the Department 
of Statistics, in order to ensure 
more holistic monitoring and 
reporting; SDG dashboard 
methodology presented to relevant 
government agencies; the SDG 
dashboard will enable users 
to easily track performance on 
specific SDG targets, supplemented 
with scenario assessments.

Since the first 2017 VNR report, 
a significant shift towards more 
inclusive and participatory 
methods of collecting inputs and 
feedback, as well as the direct 
involvement of stakeholders 
in the SDG review processes, 
have been promoted by the 
responsible government entities. 
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Country

Compre-
hensive  
case

Thematic  
case

Theme  
(thematic  
cases only)

Stakeholder  
group Engagement approach Key elements Additional remarks 

Mexico



N/A Local 
authorities 
(multi-
stakeholder 
mechanism) 

Different stakeholders and levels 
of government are included in 
the multi-stakeholder National 
SDG Council and relevant working 
groups.

Specific engagement approach 
that reflects ‘local realities’ 
in the different regions and 
municipalities; inputs and 
assessment results from the 
sub-national levels inform 
national monitoring and reporting 
frameworks. 

National authorities work 
closely with local and regional 
governments to ensure targeted 
support for awareness-raising 
activities, trainings and overall 
SDG localisation in accessible 
and culturally sensitive formats 
specific to the situations in the 
different sub-regions. 

Nepal



Key conclu-
sions from 
civil society-
led assess-
ments can 
enrich VNR 
findings

CSO networks Civil society stakeholders are 
officially represented on the 
National Planning Commission, 
and other government thematic 
committees responsible for SDG 
implementation, monitoring and 
reporting.

Supplementary data and reflections 
from local CSO networks informed 
key conclusions and follow-up 
actions identified during the 2020 
VNR of Nepal.

Utilise the VNR preparation 
cycles to promote discussions on 
critical development issues and 
accelerate the SDG localisation 
process.

Poland 



N/A Public- 
private 
partnership

No institutionalised engagement of 
private sector representatives in 
national SDG-related structures; 
engagement through the National 
Stakeholder Forum for SDG 
achievement.

Public-private partnership 
(Statistics Poland – CRS 
Consulting) for data collection; 
specifically developed ‘Impact 
Barometer Tool’ to encourage 
private companies to report and 
provide inputs for relevant SDGs; 
non-traditional and complementary 
roles of the main stakeholders 
involved in developing the tool. 

Prioritisation exercise and 
multiple consultations with 
stakeholders organised to 
identify a list of the most 
relevant SDG indicators to be 
included in the tool. 

South 
Africa 



Building on 
VNR conclu-
sions to 
scale-up in-
stitutionalisa-
tion of multi-
stakeholder 
processes and 
platforms for 
engagement

CSO (focus 
on grassroots 
communities)

Stakeholders were included in 
relevant SDG working groups, and 
led thematic consultations during 
preparation of the 2019 VNR.

Parallel independent CSO SDG 
assessment report, co-validated 
and endorsed by the government, 
complemented the 2019 VNR 
report; active engagement during 
the VNR process, but weaker 
long-term engagement of CSOs in 
related SDG frameworks. 

The 2019 VNR facilitated broader 
consensus on future development 
priorities and capacity needs, 
and leveraged resources and 
expertise to establish shared 
working culture in the SDG 
monitoring and reporting 
frameworks. 
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AUSTRIA
Using the VNR process 
as a catalysing factor for 
engagement of CSO 
networks
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Key considerations 

Civil society organisations (CSOs) 
as well as governments can use the 
momentum generated by prepara-
tion of the Voluntary National Re-
views (VNRs) to (i) leverage resourc-
es; (ii) improve the participation of 
all relevant stakeholders; (iii) increase 
government accountability, and (iv) 
build multi-stakeholder partnerships, 
in order to promote more meaning-
ful engagement in the SDG review 
processes and trigger the long-term 
and systematic participation of non-
state actors in implementation of the 
2030 Agenda. 

In 2020, Austria presented its first 
VNR at the High-level Political Fo-
rum (HLPF), which reflected contri-
butions from different stakeholders. 
The Austrian Government adopted 
an ‘SDG mainstreaming approach’ 
in 2016, meaning that each federal 
ministry is accountable and responsi-
ble for achieving the SDGs. From the 
point of view of civil society organ-
isations, there was only little politi-
cal leadership and interest in imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda at the 
federal level before 2020, and limited 
consultation of civil society organisa-
tions in implementation of the 2030 
Agenda by the federal government. 

In order to facilitate a participa-
tory SDG review, in 2019 the Aus-
trian Government’s Inter-Ministeri-
al Working Group tasked with VNR 

preparation reached out to civil so-
ciety organisations and other stake-
holders, such as academia and pri-
vate sector representatives, in order 
to engage them in the process. SDG 
Watch Austria, a platform of more 
than 210 broad-based civil socie-
ty organisations that support imple-
mentation of the SDGs in Austria, 
was also consulted and invited to 
participate in the process of drawing 
up the VNR report. 

SDG Watch Austria was invited to 
take part in the sessions of the work-
ing group that prepared the VNR, 
which was led by the Federal Chan-
cellery and the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. SDG Watch Austria was then 
part of the working group meetings, 
and could therefore articulate their 
point of view as well as recommenda-
tions from civil society at these meet-
ings. Member organisations of SDG 
Watch Austria could provide short 
texts on best practice examples, a 
kind of short summary of their work 

on SDG implementation at nation-
al and federal level, which were then 
included in the VNR as part of the 
sections on best practice examples 
of implementation. In the course of 
the development of the VNR report 
by the government’s working group, 
SDG Watch Austria was also invit-
ed to review the draft chapters of the 
government’s text and was asked to 
provide recommendations that could 
be included in the draft text of the 
VNR. 

After finalisation of the VNR report, 
SDG Watch Austria was asked to 
prepare a short video statement con-
taining structural recommendations 
on how to strengthen implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda. This was 
created for the specific purpose of in-
cluding it in the government’s VNR 
presentation at the 2020 High Level 
Political Forum. Furthermore, SDG 
Watch Austria organised and was in-
vited to speak on a panel on CSO en-
gagement and best practice examples 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
civil society organisations

TYPE
thematic case

THEME 
CSOs participated in 
the development and 
drafting of the 2020 VNR 
in Austria alongside the 
government.

Case study: Austria » Using the VNR process as a catalysing factor for engagement of CSO networks
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in the VNR process at a side event 
organised in cooperation with the 
European Environmental Bureau, 
SDG Watch Europe and Austria’s 

Permanent Mission to the UN in 
New York. 

The experience of SDG Watch Aus-
tria showed that it was essential to 
cooperate with the inter-ministeri-
al working group that prepared the 
VNR. Furthermore, it was found 

crucial to continuously build the 
necessary trust between gov-

ernment and non-govern-
mental actors. While SDG 

Watch Austria could not 
review all parts of the 

VNR, and notably 
could not review the 
statistics section of 

Austrian Statistics used to measure 
progress on the SDGs, the civil socie-
ty organisations were able to provide 
feedback, recommendations and best 
practice examples for implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda. These were 
included in the final text of the VNR 
report. 

For the Austrian Government, the 
2020 VNR preparation process was 
a catalyst for mobilising the engage-
ment of civil society in implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda in Austria. 
The VNR represented an opportu-
nity for a constructive dialogue be-
tween government and civil society 
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stakeholders. Although the long-
term institutional arrangements to 
establish a systemic engagement of 
stakeholders in the SDG follow-up 
and review frameworks have yet to 
be put in place in Austria, the VNR 

process has laid the foundation for 
further cooperation between civil 
society actors and governmental in-
stitutions on implementation of the 
2030 Agenda in Austria. 

Key partners

 | SDG Watch Austria

Case study: Austria » Using the VNR process as a catalysing factor for engagement of CSO networks
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BENIN
Building sub-national capacities through 
participation in the SDG follow-up and 
review processes

Highlights 

 | Through the Ministry of Plan-
ning and Development, the Gov-
ernment of Benin has established 
a fruitful partnership with the Na-
tional Association of Municipali-

ties. This partnership aims to ena-
ble local communities to identify 
localised priority targets of the 
Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) that best meet local as-
pirations, and ensure their active 
participation in the SDG imple-

mentation and monitoring pro-
cesses in Benin.

 | Local authorities have actively par-
ticipated in all three VNR process-
es of Benin, providing contextual 
information and feedback gener-
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ated through a structured national 
coordination mechanism.

 | National authorities in Benin 
have encouraged activities to en-
able mutual understanding be-
tween the different levels of gov-
ernance on the respective roles and 
responsibilities of local govern-
ments in the SDG follow-up and 
review frameworks. They agreed 
on the engagement modalities 
and expectations regarding contri-
butions and inputs, and regular-
ly shared information, timeframes 
and milestones.

 | The case of Benin exemplifies the 
fact that in resource-limited set-
tings, partnerships between na-
tional authorities and local gov-
ernment associations can mobilise 
additional resources. These can be 
used to raise awareness, facilitate 
knowledge sharing and strength-
en the capacities of municipal rep-
resentatives to engage more mean-
ingfully in the national SDG 
review frameworks. 

Background

Thus far, Benin has prepared three 
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs 
2017; 2018; 2020), providing a peri-
odic assessment of SDG progress in 
the country at regular intervals. The 
VNRs were prepared through collab-
orative multi-stakeholder arrange-
ments with the active engagement of 
municipal authorities and represent-

atives of the National Association of 
Municipalities of Benin (Association 
Nationale des Communes du Bénin, 
ANCB). Representatives from AN-
CB, as well as some of the munici-
pal authorities, are officially included 
in the institutional and coordina-
tion mechanism for the 2030 Agen-
da. Based on locally driven informa-
tion and specific inputs from all 77 
municipalities in Benin, ANCB pre-
pares the ‘Communal Dynamics’ re-
port, which serves as a contextual 
source that informs the VNR reports. 
In addition, in 2020 ANCB pre-
pared the first report on SDG locali-
sation in Benin, which was developed 
in close consultation with national 
and municipal authorities. In 2021, 
the relevant authorities in Benin plan 
to undertake a comprehensive eval-
uation of SDG implementation and 
a review of all previous VNR reports 
in order to better prepare for future 
VNRs and improve strategies for im-
plementing the SDGs. 

Engagement approach 

The Directorate-General for Coordi-
nation and Monitoring of the SDGs 
of the Ministry of Planning and De-
velopment, and ANCB, have been 
providing targeted support to ena-
ble the meaningful engagement of 
various municipalities in the nation-
al SDG review frameworks. This has 
included awareness-raising and train-
ing activities, thematic consultations, 
platforms for the sharing of experi-

ences and good practices among lo-
cal authorities and support for SDG 
localisation through bottom-up ap-
proaches and local actions. At the na-
tional level, Benin conducted a ‘pri-
oritisation’ exercise, identifying 49 
SDG targets as the most relevant and 
urgent priority areas in the Benin 
context. Drawing from the nation-
al development priorities, each mu-
nicipality selected an average of 10 
targets from these development ob-
jectives as particularly relevant for its 
territory. The process of harmonis-
ing the national development prior-
ities with the SDGs and the subse-
quent prioritisation and adaptation 
by local governments to their specif-
ic development needs was undertak-
en through the localisation of SDG 
priority targets. This exercise also fos-
tered monitoring of implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda, and contributed 
to alignment and relationship-build-
ing between the different levels of 
governance. 

The coordination structure for im-
plementation and review of the 
SDGs in Benin is facilitated by the 
Directorate-General for Coordina-
tion and Monitoring of the SDGs. 
Local actors are part of the system 
that was set up by the national devel-
opment plan and operationalised by 
the coordinating structure. First of 
all, each municipality has a dedicated 
focal point, which leads the integrat-
ed local action planning efforts, the 
SDG localisation and review, and en-
sures a consistent and systematic in-

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
local authorities 

TYPE
comprehensive case

Case study: Benin » Building sub-national capacities through participation in the SDG follow-up and review processes
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formation flow between municipal 
and national levels through ANCB. 
The SDG focal points facilitate in-
formation gathering through specific 
questionnaires compiled in consulta-
tion with municipal administrations 
and by engaging relevant local stake-
holders. In the city of Avrankou, for 
example, each year a multi-stake-
holder workshop involving repre-
sentatives from civil society, the pri-
vate sector and citizens, is organised 
to assess SDG achievement and plan 
targeted SDG activities for the next 
year. Secondly, ANCB, alongside 
some municipal representatives, is in-
cluded in the national 2030 Agen-
da institutional arrangements which 
coordinate VNR preparation and 
consultations. Thus, either through 
ANCB or directly, local governments 
can contribute region-specific in-
formation and insights, and provide 
feedback during the various phases of 
the VNR process. 

Representatives from ANCB as well 
as some municipal administrators al-
so participated in the VNR presen-
tations at the 2018 High-level Po-
litical Forum (HLPF). They shared 
some good practices in implementing 
SDG 6 on Clean Water and Sanita-
tion, SDG 13 on Climate Action and 
SDG 16 on Effective Institutions. 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

National authorities in Benin 
helped to maximise the functions 
and the engagement of local gov-
ernments and ANCB in the nation-
al SDG review frameworks. This 
involved providing relevant and con-

tinuous information to sub-nation-
al authorities, encouraging SDG 
awareness-raising and capacity build-
ing initiatives at the local level, and 
adopting an integrated development 
planning system which fosters the di-
rect involvement of municipal ad-
ministrators and stakeholders in pri-
oritising targets and reporting. With 
participatory methods and tools, 
municipal authorities enriched the 
development of the VNRs by pro-
viding localised data and report-
ing on particular achievements. The 
close cooperation between the Direc-
torate-General for Coordination and 
Monitoring of the SDGs and ANCB 
in facilitating joint working modal-
ities, networking, peer learning and 
exchange of experiences among lo-
cal governments, promoted a space 
for co-creating ideas and oppor-
tunities. The collaborative context 
for preparation of the VNRs, in con-
junction with the autonomous SDG 
target prioritisation and bottom-
up information generated by local 
governments, strengthened owner-
ship of the SDG review processes, 
and thus commitment to the subse-
quent phases. 

Results and impact 

The institutionalised involvement 
of ANCB and municipal authorities 
in the national SDG review frame-
works determined the functional-
ities and quality of the multi-level 
structured mechanism for the pro-
vision of local information, inputs 
and feedback. The engagement of lo-
cal governments in all three VNRs of 
Benin further strengthened the sys-
tematic channels of communica-

tion between the different levels of 
governance, and ensured shared re-
sponsibility in the post-VNR fol-
low-up processes. The Government 
of Benin has developed an SDG re-
view approach that incorporates rec-
ommendations made by local gov-
ernments. Consequently, this links 
particular local problems with an 
integrated effort to overcome them 
– e.g. providing women working in 
the agricultural sector with pesticides 
and access to technologies. The mul-
tiple tools and frameworks facilitat-
ing the contributions of local govern-
ments to the VNR reports were not 
a mere consultation formality. They 
enabled an informed dialogue, the 
outcomes of which influenced actual 
decision- or law-making. 

Challenges 

While Benin has established an in-
tegrated SDG planning and moni-
toring system, limited financial and 
human resources are preventing the 
realisation of more actions designed 
to improve the living standards and 
well-being of its population. There 
are usually only one or two persons at 
the municipal level working on SDG 
planning and monitoring. Another 
challenge is the lack of data disaggre-
gated by multiple dimensions and ge-
ographic location or other character-
istics, which is required in order to 
improve monitoring of the situation 
of the most vulnerable rural commu-
nities. Implementation of the 5-year 
local development plans requires ad-
ditional resources in order to inform 
and train the newly elected munic-
ipal councils and administrations. 
In the past, national authorities and 

Case study: Benin » Building sub-national capacities through participation in the SDG follow-up and review processes
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ANCB partnered with civil society to 
leverage knowledge and resources to 
support local awareness-raising cam-
paigns for municipal staff and citi-
zens, but some of those mobilisation 
efforts might need to be repeated. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

The combined efforts of the govern-
ment and ANCB to ensure a high de-
gree of participation, complement-
ed by capacity building, peer learning 
and awareness-raising measures for 
local governments, secured quali-
ty contributions and ownership of 
the review outcomes, and promoted 
transparency and accountability. The 
various locally driven reports and as-
sessments that informed all three 
VNRs of Benin benefited from the 
autonomy entrusted in ANCB and 
municipal authorities to indepen-
dently measure progress towards 
the identified priority SDGs in the 
respective territories. The openness 
of the national authorities to ena-
bling operationalisation of the in-
puts and feedback provided by lo-
cal governments through a structured 

mechanism, supported uptake of the 
follow-up actions and a shared un-
derstanding of the challenges differ-
ent provinces face. 

ANCB also organises regular com-
petitions to identify and award priz-
es for the best practice examples 
for SDG localisation, which stimu-
lates comparisons across municipali-
ties, but also facilitates cross-learning 
and scaling-up of innovative practic-
es that can be replicated across sub-
regions. 

Key partners

 | Directorate-General for 
Coordination and Monitoring of 
the SDGs, Ministry of Planning 
and Development of Benin

 | Association Nationale des 
Communes du Bénin (ANCB)

Links

 | National Development Planning 
Commission (NDPC)

 | CSOs Platform on SDGs
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BOLIVIA
Leveraging academic expertise to address 
data limitations in the SDG monitoring 
framework

Key considerations 

Academia can utilise the necessary 
technical capacities and provide addi-
tional resources to establish a system 
that integrates different data sources 
in order to generate disaggregated in-
dicators and information at all levels 
of governance.

Prior to the decision of the Bolivi-
an Government to present its first 
Voluntary National Review (VNR) 
at the 2021 High-level Political Fo-
rum (HLPF), little progress had 
been made in identifying, systema-
tising, and aggregating available da-
ta for the SDG indicator framework. 
A data mapping exercise facilitated 
by the National Statistical Institute 

of Bolivia on the availability of of-
ficial statistics had been conducted, 
but it focused explicitly on the offi-
cial sources of information generated 
by governmental institutions, indi-
cating numerous data limitations. 
To help visualise a clearer perspec-
tive on this matter while supporting 
more evidence-informed VNR pro-
cesses (Eventually, the Bolivian Gov-
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ernment decided to postpone prepa-
ration of the first VNR to 2022.), the 
UN Sustainable Development So-
lutions Network (SDSN) in Boliv-
ia, co-hosted by the Universidad Pri-
vada Boliviana (UPB) and Fundación 
SOLYDES, compiled the 2020 Mu-
nicipal Atlas of the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals in Bolivia. Initially, 
the SDG Atlas focused on progress 
made towards the relevant SDG indi-
cators in Bolivia at the municipal lev-
el, but later extended this to also cov-
er also the federal and state levels. 

At first, the main focus was to pro-
vide a format-flexible and publicly 
accessible diagnostic tool that could 
help SDSN Bolivia identify sustain-
able development issues in the coun-
try, and inform priority-setting and 
specific actions. Given the data limi-
tations of official statistics, the tool’s 
potential effectiveness in address-
ing some of the information needs, 
as well as producing data for the rele-
vant SDG indicators in Bolivia, also 
became clear to the government. The 
tool combines different data sources, 
such as administrative data produced 
by relevant government agencies and 
ministries, national surveys, regis-
tries and geospatial data. During the 
exploration of the available datasets, 
the National Statistical Institute and 
other government institutions close-
ly collaborated with SDSN Bolivia to 
support efforts to develop a tool that 
can enable systematic data collec-

tion and analysis. Although the gov-
ernment did not officially endorse 
the SDG Atlas, the National Statisti-
cal Institute has verified the results of 
the assessment. 

The demand for information for 
the (postponed) 2021 VNR report, 
together with the willingness of the 
government to rely on the technical 
capacities, expertise and resources 
of SDSN Bolivia, have created an 
enabling environment for the gen-
eration of information and indica-
tors by integrating different data 
sources. The process required collab-
oration between SDSN Bolivia and 
key national agencies, and other rel-
evant stakeholders in order to legit-
imise the results of the assessment, 
identify the data gaps and under-
stand the strengths and weaknesses of 
institutionalising joint SDG moni-
toring and reporting tools. 

The lack of data and capacities, and 
the lack of provision for government 
mechanisms to engage with non-
state actors, represented an oppor-
tunity for SDSN Bolivia to initiate 
a dialogue and frame a collabora-
tive arrangement with key gov-
ernment institutions geared to 
a shared purpose – i.e. to im-
prove the availability and qual-
ity of information and data, 
and thus strengthen the over-
all SDG follow-up and review 
process. The approach for in-

volving a variety of state and non-
state actors was carefully designed to 
ensure transparency, objectivity, col-
laboration and trust, support engage-
ment with other stakeholders from 
early on and generate specific solu-
tions to the technical challenges re-
lated to the production of reliable 
data. This allowed SDSN Bolivia to 
provide a basis for a more rigorous 
and comprehensive VNR process. 
The development of the SDG Atlas 
tool also conceptualised the process 
of leveraging knowledge and resourc-
es through partnerships that might 
encourage the government to institu-
tionalise the engagement of different 
stakeholders in the official SDG re-
view frameworks. 

The potential political susceptibili-
ties associated with building an en-
gagement culture, and 
the lack of per-
manent 
work-
ing 
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structures between the government 
and non-state actors, implied an ex-
tra challenge when attempting to op-
erationalise a joint monitoring and 
diagnostic framework for the prepa-
ration of the first VNR report of Bo-
livia. In addition, while there is a 
large volume of general information 
available on the SDGs in Bolivia, the 
technical skills and thematic knowl-
edge vary significantly. Therefore, 
SDSN Bolivia developed a diploma 
course on the economics of sustain-
able development at the Universidad 
Privada Boliviana that is open to stu-

dents, practitioners or any interested 
stakeholders. 

The approach of SDSN Bolivia, 
which is to work proactively with rel-
evant government institutions to-
wards shared priorities, shows that 
even if there are no institutionalised 
engagement structures, or if the pre-
vailing political situation might re-
duce the scope for formal engage-
ment of non-state actors, the latter 
should not shy away from getting in-
volved and taking actions with regard 
to the SDGs implementation and re-

view 
pro-
cess-
es. Should 
it be difficult 
to interact directly 
with central authorities at 
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the national level, one possible medi-
um-term option involving a step-by-
step approach might be considered. 
The actors concerned might try to 
first engage with the sub-national or 
local levels, which are often associat-
ed with lower political or bureaucrat-
ic hurdles. 

Key partners

 | The UN Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network (SDSN)-
Bolivia/Universidad Privada 
Boliviana (UPB)

Links
 | 2020 Municipal Atlas of the 
Sustainable Development Goals 
in Bolivia
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COSTA RICA
The evolution of VNR opportunities  
for a more informed dialogue with  
the private sector
Highlights 

 | Since Costa Rica’s first VNR in 
2017, incentives have been pro-
vided to the business sector and 
other non-state actors to enhance 
direct communication. These have 
mobilised stronger engagement 
by operationalising cross-secto-
ral partnerships to break up silo 
structures and leverage collective 
actions.

 | For business representatives, the 
2020 VNR process represented an 
opportunity for an impact-orient-
ed dialogue with government in-
stitutions and a case for acceler-
ating relationship building and 
formalising contributions.

 | The Business Alliance for Devel-
opment and other business asso-
ciations in Costa Rica assumed a 
proactive role in institutionalis-

ing the long-term commitment of 
the private sector to SDG imple-
mentation. It did so with tools de-
signed specifically to contextualise 
the creation of shared value and an 
evidence-driven monitoring sys-
tem using factual information and 
complementary data on the activ-
ities of the private sector and their 
relevance to the SDG indicators. 
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Background 

In 2020 Costa Rica prepared its sec-
ond Voluntary National Review 
(VNR) on implementation of the 
2030 Agenda. This facilitated deep-
er stakeholder engagement, includ-
ing engagement of the private sector 
and business associations. The pro-
cess of preparing the 2020 VNR was 
organised through a series of con-
sultations with various stakeholders 
that are signatories of the National 
Pact for the Advancement of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
and are represented on the nation-
al Advisory Committee. The Com-
mittee brings together various state 
and non-state actors that are respon-
sible for gathering information and 
inputs for the review process. Over-
all strategic coordination is support-
ed by the Ministry of National Plan-
ning and Economic Policy, which 
acts as a Technical Secretariat for im-
plementation of the 2030 Agen-
da in Costa Rica. Within the Advi-
sory Committee the private sector 
is represented by the Business Alli-
ance for Development (AED), an al-
liance of 140 mostly large but also 
small and medium-sized enterpris-
es and suppliers working to promote 
responsible and sustainable business 
models in companies. In addition to 
its active participation in the regu-
lar VNR consultations and meetings, 
AED was asked by the relevant gov-
ernment counterparts to support the 

SDG monitoring efforts with con-
textual information on the extent to 
which the business sector and its ac-
tivities are related to a particular 
SDG indicator.

Engagement approach

Initially, AED was approached by 
the National Institute of Statistics 
and Censuses to provide informa-
tion for SDG indicator 12.6.1 on 
the number of companies publish-
ing sustainability reports. However, 
to offer more comprehensive infor-
mation, and thus support more ev-
idence-driven SDG review process-
es, AED conducted a supplementary 
target and indicator mapping exercise 
in order to understand the relevance 
and applicability of the SDGs among 
companies. 

As a result, AED – in consultation 
with its members and partners – de-
veloped a web-based survey tool de-
signed by students of the Systems 
Engineering School of Costa Rica’s 
Technological Institute. The survey 
tool consists of questions structured 
around specific issues, on which 
companies can provide information 
regarding their practices and contri-
butions to the relevant SDGs. The 
results of the survey in the form of 
case studies were shared with relevant 
government counterparts for poten-
tial incorporation in the 2020 VNR. 

There are also plans to ensure the pe-
riodic utilisation of such exercises, 
which will allow the private sector to 
provide additional measurements for 
the SDG monitoring system. 

Using its network of companies and 
with the support of other business 
chambers, AED managed to collect 
more than 50 case studies and good 
practices. Although only one of the 
case studies was included in the fi-
nal version of the VNR (mostly due 
to page limitations), this did pro-
vide a factual basis for continued di-
alogue with state authorities on how 
to further strengthen SDG progress 
tracking, and enriched the VNR dis-
cussions with the private sector. Rep-
resentatives of AED and other busi-
ness associations were included in 
the official delegation of Costa Ri-
ca to the High-level Political Fo-
rum (HLPF). The fact that the 2020 
HLPF was held online mobilised 
even broader participation by the pri-
vate sector of Costa Rica than in pre-
vious years. This allowed addition-
al interaction space for learning and 
sharing experiences with other coun-
tries. 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

The initial stages of VNR prepara-
tion were not characterised by strong 
interactions with the private sector, as 
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the responsible government institu-
tions faced difficulties in disseminat-
ing information on the consultation 
processes and the VNR structure. 
Nonetheless, the emphasis on en-
gaging the private sector through 
activity-oriented and results-driven 
reporting did enhance the provision 
of diverse inputs and complementary 
data. AED and other business associ-
ations were officially included in the 
2030 Agenda coordination and insti-
tutional arrangements, offering a for-
mal mechanism to influence deci-
sion-making and participate in the 
SDG strategic planning processes. 

Results and impact 

The developed survey tool, and the 
direct involvement of AED and other 
business sector representatives in gen-
erating official and non-official statis-
tics and information for the relevant 
SDG indicators, enabled some of the 
data gaps to be addressed. It also pro-
moted more rigorous VNR report-
ing and provided fact-based evidence 
on the contributions of the private 
sector to SDG implementation. The 
VNR process initiated a broad dis-
cussion between the government and 
the business sector representatives on 
how to facilitate a data collection sys-
tem that is structured, disaggregated 

and systematised, in order to inform 
more robust SDG monitoring. 

AED is also planning to prepare an 
analytical study that will further as-
sess the various case studies provided 
by companies during the VNR pro-
cess. Post-VNR, AED organised a 
workshop with businesses and com-
panies to discuss ways of further con-
solidating the engagement of the 
business sector in the national Ad-
visory Committee and developing a 
collaborative work plan (roadmap). 

Challenges 

Some of the past limitations were 
linked to access to information and 
the lack of clear guidance about the 
structure, content and expectations 
regarding inputs and contributions 
from the private sector to the VNR 
report. This required AED to com-
mit additional time and human re-
sources to understanding how SDG 
progress can be measured joint-
ly with government institutions and 
other stakeholders, and how to in-
volve companies with a different vol-
ume and scope of work. The fact that 
the VNR preparation process started 
with a slight delay suggested a greater 
need for explicit leadership and facil-
itation from the responsible govern-

ment institutions, which was chal-
lenging given the flexible working 
modalities in the follow-up and re-
view mechanisms. Over time and as 
the VNR discussions intensified, the 
expectations concerning inputs and 
contributions to the review process 
were clarified and formalised. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

One of the key lessons learned is that 
the period of preparation and as-
sessment (i.e. the customisation of 
the various inputs and information) 
should be long enough to enable 
the business sector and other stake-
holders to prepare and tailor the spe-
cific support expected from them. 
Companies and businesses should 
take advantage of the tools and re-
sources available at the World Busi-
ness Council for Sustainable Devel-
opment or the UN Global Compact, 
and use them to contribute more ef-
fectively to the national SDG re-
view processes. It will be advanta-
geous if companies and businesses 
do not exclusively work on an indi-
vidual level (i.e. company by com-
pany), but within their sector (e.g. 
food production, tourism, finances, 
etc.). The business sector should take 
the opportunity to combine the pos-
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itive incentives of a continued dia-
logue with government authorities, 
and do so not only to exert pressure 
concerning concrete follow-up de-
mands. It should also conceptualise 
its support in order to foster shared 
co-benefits through sectoral and 
multi-sectoral partnerships with 
clearly defined collaborative objec-
tives for jointly addressing the most 
critical weaknesses and problems in 
SDG implementation. 

Another important success factor is 
working through results-oriented 
partnerships based on mutual trust 
and pro-activity, as opposed to con-
frontational engagement with the 
government (given the multitude of 
different and sometimes conflicting 
priorities due to the variety of inter-
ests among participating enterprises 
and stakeholders). Post-2020 VNR, 
AED – in partnership with the Min-
istry of National Planning and Eco-
nomic Policy and the UN Resident 
Coordinator’s Office – took the in-
itiative to identify the key elements 
required to move beyond purely 
consultative engagement and trans-
form the contributions into actu-
al measurable inputs. These include 
for instance developing tools that 
can support the creation of an SDG 
monitoring system based on integrat-
ed data sources from government in-
stitutions, civil society stakeholders 
and the private sector. 

The 
VNR 
process 
gave AED 
and other busi-
ness associations in 
Costa Rica an opportunity not 
only to get involved directly in de-
cision-making through the Adviso-
ry Committee and associated mech-
anisms, but also to: (i) participate in 
technical discussions with the Na-
tional Institute of Statistics and Cen-
suses, (ii) interact with the Ministry 
of National Planning and Econom-
ic Policy and other line ministries, 
(iii) leverage resources and partner 
with other non-state actors such as 
academia, and (iv) strengthen its po-
sition for influencing public policy 
formulation and implementation. 

Key partners

 | Business Alliance for Develop-
ment (La Alianza Empresarial 
para el Desarrollo, AED)

Links

 | World Business Council for 
Sustainable Development

 | UN Global Compact
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Highlights

 | Since its creation in 1993, the 
Finnish National Commission on 
Sustainable Development has con-
solidated a broad system of mul-
ti-stakeholder partnerships (cur-
rently including over 100 member 
and deputy member stakeholder 
organisations), convened around 
shared goals and responsibilities 
and a trust-building culture. 

 | The 2020 VNR process in Fin-
land was informed by inputs from 
various committees and levels of 
government, with direct contribu-
tions from sub-national authori-
ties and citizens’ panels. This com-
bined sources of information and 
complementary assessments, and 
reinforced interdisciplinary exper-
tise in order to substantiate find-
ings more robustly. 

 | Identifying common objectives 
among stakeholders with diverse 
agendas at the early stages of the 
SDG review processes is a funda-
mental element for conceptualis-
ing operational multi-stakeholder 
and multi-level partnerships and 
generating shared values. 

 | Balancing a bottom-up approach 
with distributed leadership within 
the National Commission on Sus-
tainable Development solidified 
the engagement of various stake-
holders. This allowed space for au-
tonomy (among CSOs and local 
authorities) and, at the same time, 
a strong sense of affiliation and 
common purpose. 

 | The role of the Office of the Prime 
Minister in creating flexible and 
diverse multi-stakeholder co-cre-
ation processes and working ar-
rangements fostered innovation 
and results-oriented discussions. 

Background

Established as a result of the Rio 
Conference in 1993, the National 
Commission on Sustainable Devel-
opment has continuously provided 
a broad-based platform for engage-
ment with a wide range of stakehold-
ers, including government institu-
tions, local authorities, civil society 
and youth organisations, academ-
ia representatives and the private sec-
tor in Finland. For nearly 30 years, 
the National Commission has been 
acting as a participatory forum to en-
able multi-stakeholder dialogue on 
sustainable development issues, pri-
orities and challenges under the lead-
ership of the Prime Minister. The 
Commission works closely with the 
Development Policy Committee, 
which is a permanent parliamenta-
ry and socially representative adviso-
ry body on development policy. The 
Committee is designed to enhance 
cross-sectoral coherence between 

FINLAND
Effectiveness through low 
hierarchy in national SDG 
multi-stakeholder bodies
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ministries, promote dialogue among 
stakeholders and further strengthen 
the effectiveness of development pol-
icy planning, monitoring and evalua-
tion. It includes representatives from 
different parliamentary parties, non-
governmental organisations engaged 
in development cooperation, the 
business community, researchers, ag-
riculture and trade unions, and soci-
ety at large.

The Prime Minister’s Office of Fin-
land led the consultations and prep-
arations for the 2020 Voluntary Na-
tional Review (VNR), engaging the 
National Commission on Sustainable 
Development and the Development 
Policy Committee, and organising 
multiple workshops, seminars and 
meetings. It also utilised the technical 
and substantive support provided by 
key advisory bodies, such as the Ex-
pert Panel on Sustainable Develop-
ment, comprised of leading academ-
ics, the 2030 Agenda Youth Group, 
the Statistical Commission and the 
Group of Sustainability Elders. In ad-
dition, three cities (Helsinki, Espoo 
and Turku) prepared Voluntary Lo-
cal Reviews (VLRs). In so doing they 
contributed localised information to 
the national follow-up and review 
processes, promoted vertical collab-
oration and improved dialogue with 
citizens. The VLR of Espoo, for in-
stance, was prepared through a high-
ly participatory and inclusive process 
involving the entire municipal ad-
ministration, key partners, non-gov-
ernmental organisations and citizens. 
Together, they critically discussed 
the local development priority areas, 
challenges and where changes will be 
most needed. 

Engagement approach

For almost 30 years, diverse stake-
holder representatives have joint-
ly shaped and shared responsibility 
for the 2030 Agenda implementa-
tion, follow-up and review process-
es in Finland. This was thanks to the 
open and inclusive engagement ap-
proach of the National Commission 
on Sustainable Development, which 
aimed to facilitate participatory and 
representative decision-making as 
a basis for sustainable development 
planning, monitoring and report-
ing in the country. The Office of the 
Prime Minister also prepared an en-
gagement plan and a roadmap for 
the development of the 2020 VNR. 
This fostered transparency of the en-
gagement objectives, ‘rules’ and time-
lines, and allowed for the systematic 
generation, assessment and incorpo-
ration of feedback from stakeholders. 

Apart from reflecting local progress 
through the VLRs and inputs from 
businesses, industry and finance, ac-
ademia, youth organisations, regions 
and Sámi indigenous peoples, the 
2020 VNR process and the report 
itself also included an independ-
ent civil society analysis of nation-
al progress towards the SDGs. This 
was attached to Finland’s VNR re-
port next to an assessment provided 
by the Ministries and other author-
ities. Each of the SDG goals in the 
VNR was analysed by both the gov-
ernment and CSOs with one page 
each. This reflects the full trust and 
confidence which the government 
placed in civil society by providing 
them with space for their reflections 
on the SDG progress made. The civ-
il society assessment provided the 
CSOs with a structured way to con-
tribute to the national VNR, and 
thereby helped to assemble the di-
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verse views on reaching the common 
goal of advancing SDG implementa-
tion. In addition, a national follow-
up and review system complemented 
the process by establishing a Citizens’ 
Panel. This encouraged more than 
500 individuals to evaluate and 
comment on the progress towards 
sustainable development in Fin-
land in relation to the available na-
tional SDG indicators, and provide 
a summary of the findings. The indi-
viduals conducted this complementa-
ry exercise through an online assess-
ment tool with a scoring system from 
‘bad’ to ‘good’, indicating to deci-
sion- and policy-makers which areas 
and priority issues needed to be im-
proved. Results from the citizens’ as-
sessments were included in the 2020 
VNR report. 

Another social innovation is the So-
ciety’s Commitment to Sustaina-
ble Development. This functions 
as a long-term sustainable develop-
ment strategy for Finnish society up 
to 2050, and also provides an on-
line implementation tool Commit-
ment2050. Any Finnish organisa-
tion can take part in the promotion 
of sustainable development by mak-
ing a concrete and public commit-
ment, and thus becoming part of the 
national community of sustainabili-
ty pioneers. By 2021, over 1,000 or-
ganisations and about 1,500 private 
citizens have given their operation-
al commitments to sustainable devel-
opment.

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

A low hierarchy, relying mostly on 
bottom-up engagement approach-
es, has catalysed a co-creation pro-
cess. This was achieved through 
varied and complementary multi-
stakeholder initiatives based on mu-
tual respect and flexible collaborative 
arrangements in which all partners 
could lead and facilitate relevant dis-
cussions. Joint analyses and regular 
channels for feedback have provid-
ed additional information and en-
abled stakeholders to play their ac-
countability role in the 2030 Agenda 
review processes more actively. There 
is a long tradition in Finland of in-
volving, consulting and co-leading 
a collaborative roadmap on sustain-
able development going beyond in-
dividual governments. Experience 
with this tradition has institution-
alised multi-stakeholder partner-
ships focused on leveraging capaci-
ties and knowledge of a wide range 
of relevant stakeholders in order to 
reinforce mutually beneficial goals 
and better address complex challeng-
es. The engagement modalities with-
in the National Commission on Sus-
tainable Development have managed 
to balance a high-level political com-
mitment emanating from the Prime 
Minister’s Office, while at the same 
time encouraging different stake-
holders to take on the role of ‘facilita-
tors’. This has created and sustained 
a distributed leadership culture in 

the follow-up frameworks for the 
2030 Agenda. The main principle for 
the engagement of stakeholders in 
the 2030 Agenda follow-up and re-
view frameworks in Finland is based 
on the non-politicised understanding 
of the universal nature of the SDGs. 
Irrespective of party-political pref-
erences, each of the engaged stake-
holders commits to jointly define the 
principles, objectives and agenda for 
sustainable development, and is free 
to decide how they want to get in-
volved and support the implementa-
tion and review of progress towards 
the SDGs. 

Results and impact 

The long institutional tradition of 
fostering participatory and inclusive 
decision-making on sustainability in 
Finland has progressively strength-
ened the partnering capacities and 
levels of engagement of various enti-
ties and stakeholder groups. This has 
enabled these actors to provide high-
quality and relevant information, and 
thus favours more meaningful contri-
butions to the SDG review processes. 
Multiple initiatives, centred around 
a partnership- and impact-oriented 
roadmap, and amplifying different 
methods of data assessment, themat-
ic agendas and sources of informa-
tion, have promoted a more rigor-
ous and evidence-driven SDG review 
process at both national and sub-na-
tional levels. 
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Challenges 

One of the main challenges has been 
to include as many stakeholder voic-
es in the SDG review frameworks as 
possible, while avoiding any ‘pause’ 
in the dynamics of the discussions. 
The level and type of stakeholder en-
gagement have also been based on 
prior experiences, as well as availa-
bility of the capacities required to 
channel resources into maintain-
ing an equality of representation that 
includes smaller organisations and 
those with no particular experience 
with, or expertise on, the SDGs. Di-
rectly involving ordinary citizens in 
the follow-up and review mecha-
nisms, as well as organisations with 
no interest in the SDGs but with the 
potential to help accelerate imple-
mentation of the 2030 Agenda, has 
also been challenging. This requires 
additional efforts focusing on target-
ed awareness-raising and informa-
tion-sharing campaigns. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

The broad scope of activities of the 
National Commission, and the com-
bined inter-institutional interactions 
with other government bodies (e.g. 

the development policy commis-
sion, parliamentary committees, etc.) 
and non-governmental expert panels, 
supported by flexible collaborative 
arrangements and frequent meetings 
and workshops, fostered a shared 
work culture united around com-
mon goals and a shared vision. Dis-
tributed ownership, where diverse 
stakeholders with aligned agendas 
share responsibility for implemen-
tation and monitoring of the SDGs, 
has been a critical factor underpin-
ning the effectiveness and impact 
of the multi-stakeholder environ-
ment in Finland. Balancing explic-
it leadership with a degree of flex-
ibility has mobilised partnerships 
and commitments to the sustainable 
development priorities in Finland, 
among both organisations and levels 
of government. Building consensus 
between diverging views in order to 
reach agreement, and delivering on 
shared targets, have been important 
components for advancing efficacy 
and achieving systemic monitoring 
and reporting on SDG progress. Em-
bracing innovative approaches, such 
as the citizens’ panel to review SDG 
progress, and including the CSOs’ 
thematic assessments and the VLRs 
in the 2020 VNR report, has diversi-
fied participation and mainstreamed 

ownership among multiple stake-
holders. 

The case of Finland involved more 
than 500 ordinary citizens and di-
verse stakeholder groups. It also dis-
played a long history of collaborative 
experience in facilitating multi-stake-
holder partnerships, and a shared vi-
sion and responsibility for the sus-
tainable development agenda. It thus 
exemplified how participatory and 
inclusive 2030 Agenda follow-up and 
review processes can generate signifi-
cant impact and complementary co-
benefits for SDG implementation. 

Key partners

 | Finnish National Commission  
on Sustainable Development

 | City of Espoo, Mayor’s Office
 | Finnish NGOs Development 
Platform ‘Fingo’

Links

 | Development Policy Committee
 | The VLR of Espoo
 | Citizens’ Panel
 | Society’s Commitment to  
Sustainable Development

 | Commitment2050

Case study: Finland » Effectiveness through low hierarchy in national SDG multi-stakeholder bodies
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GEORGIA
Harmonising private sector reporting  
with the VNR milestones
Highlights 

 | Business associations can play a 
greater role in the national institu-
tional arrangements for the 2030 
Agenda. This applies in particu-
lar to their coordination and fa-
cilitation role in disseminating 
information, collecting inputs, an-
alysing feedback and summarising 
findings from the private sector in 
order to enable more rigorous and 
evidence-based SDG progress re-
view.

 | The Government of Georgia’s 
openness to entrusting represent-
atives from the business com-
munity to directly lead prepara-
tion of the private sector’s report 
on its contributions to the SDGs, 
in conjunction with official en-

dorsement and incorporation in 
the 2020 VNR report, reinforced 
more active participation by dif-
ferent companies and set an en-
gagement standard for subsequent 
follow-up and review processes.

 | The array of tools, resources, tar-
geted activities and thematic 
knowledge, the availability of sec-
tor-specific assessments, and the 
involvement of business associa-
tion representatives in the strate-
gic decision-making frameworks, 
ensured that the latter have the ap-
propriate means, access to infor-
mation and time they require in 
order to plan ahead and provide 
quality inputs to the agreed out-
comes of the SDG follow-up and 
review processes. 

Background

Launched in 2016, the Global Com-
pact Network Georgia (GCNG) is a 
local network for the world’s largest 
corporate sustainability initiative – 
the UN Global Compact (UNGC). 
GCNG aims to promote the UNGC 
Ten Principles for human rights, la-
bour, environment and anti-corrup-
tion as well as the Sustainable De-
velopment Goals (SDGs) among 
businesses operating in Georgia. As 
of May 2021, the GCNG includes 
86 members, mainly from the pri-
vate sector but also non-
government organi-
sations (NGOs), 
academia and 
government 
entities. 
The main 
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strategic directions through which 
GCNG supports SDG implementa-
tion are by: (i) raising awareness and 
providing education to private en-
terprises and interested stakehold-
er groups on corporate responsibility 
(CR); (ii) promoting public-private 
and multi-stakeholder partnerships, 
including through joint projects, and 
setting and maintaining standards; 
(iii) engaging in evidence-based ad-
vocacy at policy level; (iv) provid-
ing individual technical assistance to 
companies on CR; and (v) by leader-
ship recognition and dissemination 
of good corporate practices specific 
to sustainable development. 

GCNG and its host organisation in 
Georgia – the Civil Development 
Agency (CIDA) – has been active-
ly working with the Government of 
Georgia to promote responsible busi-
ness practices among companies 
and support implementation of the 
SDGs. At policy level, the organisa-
tion has provided recommendations 
for drawing up the Business and Hu-
man Rights Chapter of the 2016 Na-
tional Human Rights Action Plan. In 
2017, in cooperation with the Hu-
man Rights Secretariat and the Pub-
lic Defender’s Office of Georgia, GC-
NG/CIDA carried out an in-depth 
assessment of the Business and Hu-
man Rights legislative framework 
and its implementation mechanisms 
in Georgia. Findings and recommen-
dations of this study supported the 
elaboration of the Business and Hu-

man Rights Chapter of the 2018-
2020 National Human Rights Ac-
tion Plan. 

In 2017, the GCNG, through its 
host organisation CIDA, was for-
mally included in the national SDG 
Council of Georgia and its themat-
ic working groups. These are re-
sponsible for measuring progress to-
wards achievement of the SDGs, and 
are comprised of various stakehold-
ers, including relevant sectoral minis-
tries and government agencies, heads 
of UN agencies and international or-
ganisations, private sector represent-
atives and civil society organisations 
(CSOs). CIDA/GCNG has been 
representing the private sector on the 
SDG Council, supporting multi-sec-
toral dialogue and engagement with 
enterprises on the SDG implementa-
tion and review process.

Engagement approach 

During the 2020 Voluntary Nation-
al Review (VNR) of Georgia, CI-
DA/GCNG was approached by the 
government with a request to pre-
pare and summarise the contribu-
tions of the private sector to the var-
ious SDGs in a narrative report to 
be attached to the VNR. The report 
on the Private Sector Contribution 
to Georgia’s 2020 Voluntary Nation-
al Review on Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals, and the process support-
ing the deliberation of its content, 

was the first such collaborative ex-
ercise directly involving the private 
sector in the SDG review process in 
Georgia. The report combined both 
quantitative and qualitative informa-
tion obtained from previous themat-
ic research, assessments and survey 
questionnaires from large, medium 
and small-sized companies. This in-
dicated a growing interest and en-
gagement of the business communi-
ty in implementation of the SDGs 
in Georgia. More than 1,000 com-
panies provided inputs and feed-
back during the data gathering phase. 
These included good practice exam-
ples and highlighted specific contri-
butions. CIDA/GCNG and the re-
search companies ACT and Innova 
collected and analysed the received 
data and information, coordinated 
the consultations and wrote the fi-
nal report. The report was reviewed 
by the consulted companies and pre-
sented at the SDG Council for cross-
validation by the government and 
other key stakeholders. 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

CIDA/GCNG played a central role 
in promoting cross-learning and 
awareness-raising among enterpris-
es, as well as informed dialogue be-
tween the government and the busi-
ness community in Georgia. The 
continuous engagement of CIDA/
GCNG in the national institutional 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
private sector and business associations

TYPE
comprehensive case

Case study: Georgia » Harmonising private sector reporting with the VNR milestones 
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arrangements of 
the 2030 Agen-

da ensured the 
early involvement 

in decision-making 
and clear understand-

ing of the inputs and con-
tributions expected from the pri-
vate sector and how these will be 
used to inform the outcomes of the 
SDG review process. The strong pri-
or experience in facilitating public-
private and multi-stakeholder part-
nerships in response to the interests 
of a diverse group of companies, and 
integrating relevant SDGs in oper-
ational plans and activities, enabled 
GCNG to connect its network mem-
bers to the national follow-up and 
review processes. The Government 
of Georgia’s openness to entrust-
ing CIDA/GCNG to lead prepara-
tion of the report on the private sec-
tor’s contributions to the SDGs, and 
thus increase the evidence base and 
analysis for the VNR report, fostered 
shared ownership of the process and 
its results, and strengthened the con-
tinual support for joint SDG-relat-
ed initiatives with the business com-
munity. 

The UNGC and GCNG have devel-
oped a number of tools to assess the 
specific contributions of the private 
sector and assist companies and other 
interested stakeholder groups in in-

tegrating priority SDGs in business 
plans and measuring their impact on 
the SDGs. This gives companies ac-
cess to useful resources. The special-
ised knowledge and different levels 
of engagement (among the network 
members and within the business 
community, national authorities, 
CSOs, media representatives, etc.) 
supported by formal inclusion in the 
2030 Agenda coordination mecha-
nisms allowed CIDA/GCNG to ac-
cess up-to-date and relevant infor-
mation. They also enabled it to plan 
ahead and provide quality inputs 
to the SDG review, while clearly fo-
cusing efforts on the areas applicable 
to the private sector. 

Results and impact 

The development phases of the pri-
vate sector’s report and its alignment 
with the VNR frameworks facilitat-
ed more focused and impact-orient-
ed interactions between the govern-
ment and the business community. It 
was the first nationwide initiative di-
rectly enabling a wide range of com-
panies to participate in the SDG fol-
low-up and review processes with 
factual information, case studies and 
experience from practices supporting 
SDG implementation. The engage-
ment approach, and the openness 
of the government to encouraging 

the provision of feedback and to en-
dorsement of the private sector’s re-
port, have set an engagement stand-
ard for subsequent follow-up and 
review processes. The substantial 
inputs provided by companies and 
synthesised by CIDA/GCNG in a 
narrative report also helped the gov-
ernment to better understand the 
perspectives of the private sector, and 
reaffirmed that it can play an impor-
tant role in measuring SDG progress 
jointly. The mix of evidence and di-
verse contributions supplied by the 
business community helped make 
the 2020 VNR of Georgia more 
comprehensive and robust, and re-
flected the shared commitment to 
advancing progress on the SDGs. 

Challenges 

Ensuring the provision of compara-
ble and consistent data from the pri-
vate sector in relation to the appli-
cable SDG indicators in Georgia 
was challenging. GCNG is therefore 
working on the development of an 
SDG compass website to contextu-
alise the data requirements for com-
panies when reporting on the SDGs. 
To avoid placing any additional bur-
den on the responsible government 
institutions, GCNG will analyse the 
collected information and produce a 
periodic summary report. The Gov-
ernment of Georgia has been highly 
proactive and transparent in includ-
ing diverse stakeholder groups in the 
thematic consultations and discus-
sions, but this also meant that some 
of these meetings were less relevant 
to the scope of work, potential im-
pact and contributions to the SDGs 
by the private sector. Topic-based 
meetings (e.g. on the green economy, 
sustainable production and finance, 
etc.) will be more effective in fur-
ther mobilising the business commu-
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nity. The 2020 VNR process started 
with a slight delay, which also meant 
less time available for preparation 
of the private sector’s report. Priori-
ty should also be given to collabora-
tive initiatives to raise the awareness 
and knowledge of small and medi-
um-sized companies on CR, sustain-
ability and the enabling policy and 
normative mechanisms. This will en-
sure conceptual clarity, added value 
and relevance of the SDG framework 
for business activities. The lack of fis-
cal incentives is another challenge 
for mobilising stronger commitment 
to the SDGs among companies. In 
practice, there are also issues with im-
plementation and effective enforce-
ment of the law, and a major step 
forward in this direction will be the 
adoption of the sustainability stand-
ards in government procurement 
processes. These will oblige compa-
nies to disclose information and pro-
vide more detailed reporting on their 
impact on the SDGs. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

The use of particular tools, such 
as questionnaires with specific crite-
ria to gather information or identify 
gaps, and the research efforts to an-
alyse and interpret the multitude of 
contributions and inputs from the 

business community, facilitated by 
CIDA/GCNG, created a trustful re-
lationship with the government and 
with other stakeholders. The meth-
odological reliability, alongside the 
regular multi-stakeholder interac-
tions, supported the credibility of 
the findings and the swift endorse-
ment of the private sector’s report by 
the SDG Council. Although the re-
sponsiveness of the SDG Council 
can be further strengthened, the gov-
ernment’s openness to directly en-
gaging the business community in 
the outcomes of the review process 
has motivated more companies to get 
involved and provide support in the 
form of information, case studies and 
activities to progress evaluation of the 
SDGs. Three things have galvanised 
more active participation: (i) the ar-
ray of tools and engagement meth-
ods promoted by CIDA/GCNG to 
provide tailored technical assistance 
to companies on CR or sustaina-
bility; (ii) the focus on awareness-
raising and education on the SDGs 
among operational staff and man-
agers, including organising courses 
and providing additional resourc-
es to various interested enterpris-
es and stakeholder groups under 
the Corporate Sustainability Acade-
my; and (iii) the delivery of recogni-
tions and awards, such as the Cor-
porate Responsibility Award or the 
SDG Pioneers. These are important 

elements in clarifying the expecta-
tions and information that the pri-
vate sector should provide in order to 
support more rigorous and evidence-
based SDG progress reviews. The in-
volvement of media to showcase 
good practices and different busi-
ness activities through which compa-
nies support SDG implementation 
has been an additional incentivising 
factor for maintaining and stimulat-
ing private-sector engagement in the 
medium to long term. 

Key partners

 | Global Compact Network  
Georgia

 | Corporate Responsibility Award 
‘Business for SDGs’

 | Civil Development Agency  
(CIDA) 

Links

 | National SDG Council of Georgia
 | Private Sector Contribution to 
Georgia’s 2020 Voluntary  
National Review on Sustainable 
Development Goals

 | Corporate Sustainability 
Academy

 | Corporate Responsibility Award
 | SDG Pioneers

Case study: Georgia » Harmonising private sector reporting with the VNR milestones 
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GHANA
CSOs platform alignment 
with national 2030 Agenda 
institutional arrangements

Key considerations

Drawing lessons from the previ-
ous multi-stakeholder experiences 
with implementation of the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDGs) 
in Ghana, an interactive and mul-
ti-directional process that involves a 
wide range of stakeholders, commit-
tees and platforms from different lev-

els of the government, sub-national 
authorities, civil society organisations 
(CSOs), the private sector, academia 
and development partners has been 
set up. This is designed to align the 
critical elements underpinning the 
participatory arrangements need-
ed to support the transformational 
nature of the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs). 
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In 2019, Ghana prepared its first 
Voluntary National Review (VNR), 
bringing together different govern-
ment institutions and diverse stake-
holder groups to enable a more 
objective, balanced and accurate pro-
gress review. 2030 Agenda imple-
mentation and follow-up is coordi-
nated by the National Development 
Planning Commission (NDPC). The 
NDPC serves as a Secretariat for the 
SDGs Implementation Coordinat-
ing Committee (ICC), and works in 
close collaboration with other pol-
icy and technical inter-ministeri-

al committees, advisory bodies, var-
ious non-state actors and the CSOs 
Platform on SDGs in Ghana. The 
CSOs Platform on SDGs was estab-
lished in 2015 to ensure coordina-
tion, enable partnerships and lever-
age knowledge and expertise among 
CSOs in order to advance SDG im-
plementation. The Platform includes 
more than 300 local and internation-
al CSO members, clustered into dif-
ferent thematic sub-groups respon-
sible for each of the 17 goals. The 
Steering Committee of the Platform 
serves as the focal point for engage-

ment between the CSOs, the pri-
vate sector and government on im-
plementation and national review of 
progress towards the SDGs. Repre-
sentatives from the Platform are al-
so included either as observers or per-
manent members on the strategic 
and technical inter-ministerial com-
mittees, including in the ICC and 
the High-level Ministerial Commit-
tee on the SDGs. 

Given the lessons learned from the 
MDGs era in building cross-cutting 
partnerships to break down work 

Institutional arrangements for the SDGs in Ghana
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Ghana Audit Service

CHRAJ

International 
Agencies

New structures 
set up to augment 
the decentralised 
planning system

Structures within 
the decentralised 
Planning system

High-Level Ministerial
Committee

Implementation
Coordinating
Committee

Technical
Committee

National Development
Planning Commission

Ministries, Departments
and Agencies

Metropolitan, Municipal
and District Assemblies

• Civil Society Organisations
• Private Sector
• Traditional Authorities
• Development Partners
• Faith-based Organisations
• Philanthropic Organisations
• Academia, etc.

Development Partners

UN Country Team

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
multi-stakeholder mechanism

TYPE
thematic case

THEME 
Integrate CSOs platform on the SDGs 
with national institutional arrangements 
for the 2030 Agenda, in order to increase 
effectiveness and impact of the SDG 
review processes.

Case study: Ghana » CSOs platform alignment with national 2030 Agenda institutional arrangements

Institutional arrangements for the SDGs in Ghana

Ghana VNR Roadmap
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in silos, the NDPC and the CSO 
SDG Platform have aligned plans 
and activities in order to put together 
complementary resources and capac-
ities to increase the systematic impact 
and efficiency that emanate from the 
partnerships. Working in such an 
open way allowed relevant authori-
ties and stakeholders to enhance col-
lective ownership of the SDG review 
processes. It also laid the ground for 
joint citizens’ sensitisation initiatives, 
workshops and trainings for media 
representatives, including the provi-
sion of regular briefings and press-re-
leases. 

At the start of the VNR process, the 
government shared the terms of ref-
erence (ToR) of the VNR report with 
CSOs, UNDP and other develop-
ment partners for comments and 
feedback, and the CSOs shared their 
ToR for the Shadow Report to rele-
vant government counterparts. Key 
findings from the Shadow Report 
were reflected in the VNR. Further-
more, members of the CSOs SDG 

Platform, alongside representatives 
from the private sector and tradition-
al authorities, were included in the 
official delegation of Ghana to the 
High-level Political Forum (HLPF), 
and were involved in Ghana’s pres-
entation. They also organised a 
joint side event. The CSOs and oth-
er stakeholders also contributed to 
the VNR content with written com-
ments, case studies and good imple-
mentation practices, in addition to 
supporting the development of a web 
portal to catalogue various SDG ini-
tiatives and relevant actors. 

Since the availability of data disag-
gregated by category and dimension 
is key to determining the extent and 
depth of SDG progress assessment, 
government authorities in cooper-
ation with stakeholders are explor-
ing how non-official data can be 
validated and approved in order to 
complement official statistics. This 
will help to fill specific data gaps and 
enable more rigorous SDG monitor-
ing. 

Utilising the previous MDG expe-
riences and scaling-up partnership 
frameworks, the multi-stakehold-
er mechanism in Ghana has consoli-
dated broad-based engagement and 
various contributions to SDG pro-
gress review. A significant advan-
tage of the collaboration has been 
the burden-sharing among nation-
al authorities and stakeholders in 
order to tackle complex problems 
and challenges by leveraging capac-
ities, skills and resources. Involving 
non-state actors in the 2030 Agen-
da strategic and technical commis-
sions and committees, and integrat-
ing outputs from the stakeholders’ 
SDG platform to the official follow-
up processes, increased not only the 
accountability and transparency of 
the decision-making, but also the ef-
fectiveness of the working modalities. 
The direct engagement of stakehold-
ers in the national strategic planning 
frameworks informing the SDG im-
plementation discourse, as well as in 
the more operational technical coor-
dination arrangements through the 
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NDPC, further strengthened the ac-
tive participation of stakeholders, 
and improved relationships between 
actors.

The 2019 VNR report was devel-
oped through an inclusive, cross-
sectoral and multi-stakeholder ap-
proach, which combined resources 
for collecting and assessing diverse 
consultative inputs. This has con-
tributed significantly to maintaining 

a very high level of commitment 
among stakeholders, the sharing of 
responsibility for the identified next 
steps and follow-up actions, and the 
leveraging of plans and activities to 
deliver more sustained results. Al-
though one of the main challeng-
es – limited human and financial re-
sources – remains, the decision to 
closely coordinate the capacity build-
ing, trainings and citizens’ awareness-
raising measures to avoid overlaps en-

abled the available resources to be 
allocated more efficiently by focus-
ing efforts on actions that will poten-
tially have the greatest impact overall. 

Key partners / Links

 | National Development 
Planning Commission

 | CSOs Platform on the SDGs
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ICELAND
High-quality scientific research  
can inform SDG indicators
Highlights 

 | Utilise qualified researchers and 
available university expertise to 
help develop a more robust SDG 
monitoring system.

 | Ensure high-quality data and in-
formation generated and peer-re-
viewed by multi-disciplinary ex-
perts.

 | Leverage expertise and knowledge 
with experts assigned to different 
SDG indicators, and complement 

the identified data gaps with the-
matic research.

 | Facilitate interactive e-surveys and 
questionnaires applied through 
participatory engagement, in or-
der to inform the set of SDG in-
dicators.

Background

In 2017 the Government of Iceland, 
in cooperation with the Institute for 
Sustainability Studies at the Univer-
sity of Iceland, completed a joint ex-
ercise in mapping the data availabil-

ity and expertise for the applicable 
SDGs in Iceland. An SDG techni-
cal working group comprising uni-
versity professors, academic research-
ers, senior students and government 
experts was tasked to identify and 
evaluate the accessibility and quali-
ty of relevant data. The experts of the 
working group assessed the quality of 
the identified data for each of the ap-
plicable indicators through a survey, 
which was based on the self-assess-
ment template of the Conference of 
European Statisticians (CES) Steer-
ing Group on the availability of sta-
tistics for the global SDG indica-

Photo: www.flickr.com/photos/42945623@N03/48466762101/, licensed under CC BY 2.0
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tors. The analysis showed that data 
was collected fully or partially in Ice-
land for 98 indicators out of the 137 
applicable indicators. The main out-
put of the expert work was a matrix 
listing the available data and sourc-
es in relation to the global SDG in-
dicator framework. One by-prod-
uct was a list of experts connected to 
the relevant SDG indicators. The da-
ta and expert mapping exercise paved 
the way for establishing the national 
SDG monitoring system and prepar-
ing the first Voluntary National Re-
view (VNR) of Iceland in 2019. 

Engagement approach 

The first step in the process was to 
map university and academic ex-
perts and to link them to the prior-
itised SDGs, targets and indicators, 
thus utilising the existing knowl-
edge at university level. The techni-
cal working group members reached 
out to the potential experts through 
e-surveys, in order to understand the 
related technical challenges in the 
availability and quality of data for 
the relevant SDG indicators in Ice-
land. After some offline and online 
reminders, the majority of the con-
tacted experts were able to provide 

feedback for most of the applica-
ble SDG indicators, or at least point 
out other relevant experts who might 
be in a better position to address the 
questions. In the end, around 100 
experts, mainly academics but al-
so some from government institu-
tions, provided inputs to help elabo-
rate the initial SDG indicator matrix. 
Once the ‘groundwork’ for the da-
ta mapping exercise was completed, 
the indicator matrix was shared and 
discussed through several rounds of 
expert consultations, which included 
other non-state actors.

The second task that the technical 
working group received from the Ice-
landic Government was to review 
and propose a methodological ap-
proach for prioritising the SDGs in 
Iceland based on pre-defined criteria 
in terms of how achievable the tar-
gets are, the availability of data and 
linkages to national and local devel-
opment priorities. 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

The data mapping and SDG pri-
oritisation exercises were the first 
joint attempts of government in-

stitutions and academia to under-
take a comprehensive multi-expert 
baseline assessment on the availabil-
ity and quality of data for the rele-
vant SDGs in Iceland. The e-surveys, 
which were part of the identification 
processes, and engaging with the oth-
er organisations and researchers that 
would support the survey results, 
provided an opportunity to foster di-
alogue, develop the initial set of in-
dicators and understand the availa-
ble expertise for the national SDG 
monitoring framework. The engage-
ment of the universities and research-
ers showcased how, with limited 
resources and time constraints, aca-
demia can have a major influence in 
expanding the active involvement 
of key expert stakeholders (beyond 
what is available exclusively within 
the government), and provide a fac-
tual foundation for a more opera-
tional and evidence-based follow-up 
and review process. The fact that the 
technical work was mostly led by ac-
ademic and university staff enabled a 
more robust mechanism that would 
encourage other academic experts 
to provide feedback and accept tech-
nical responsibility for the individual 
indicators or complement the identi-
fied data gaps with thematic research. 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
academia

TYPE
comprehensive case

Case study: Iceland » High-quality scientific research can inform SDG indicators 
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Results and impact 

The identified set of indicators 
and prioritised targets were fed in-
to the SDG working group, which is 
chaired by the Prime Minister’s Of-
fice and is responsible for coordi-
nating preparation of the first VNR. 
Statistics Iceland was able to use the 
indicator matrix to design the pub-
licly accessible information portal on 
the SDG indicators. The participa-
tory data collection methods from 
both official and non-official sources 
not only enhanced access to data and 
information, but also ensured col-
lective ownership of the results and 
paved the way for joint initiatives to 
raise public awareness of the SDGs in 
Iceland.

Challenges 

Although the main challenges were 
associated with the lack of data for 
the relevant SDGs, it has been also 
difficult to identify, contact and col-
lect the diverse views of the experts 
in order to elaborate a comprehen-
sive set of indicators in terms of avail-
ability and quality of data. Getting 
the contacted experts to answer the 
inquiries was also particularly chal-
lenging and time-consuming, and re-
quired continuous follow-up. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

The initial SDG data assessment 
in Iceland was led by national re-
search institutions in conjunction 
with national authorities, through 
an officially institutionalised techni-
cal working group that secured the 
legitimacy and credibility of deci-
sion-making on the final list of indi-
cators. The joint identification and 
bringing together of different univer-
sity experts ensured the objectivity of 
the process, promoted dialogue and 
guaranteed the continuity and usabil-
ity of the outcomes in the subsequent 
VNR phases. Although the SDG da-
ta mapping exercise in Iceland did 
not engage students, the involvement 

Case study: Iceland » High-quality scientific research can inform SDG indicators 
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of master and PhD students, and 
more generally researchers and aca-
demics interested in the topic, will 
allow those responsible to quick-
ly leverage and utilise the available 
expertise and strengthen SDG mon-
itoring based on high-quality assess-
ments and multi-disciplinary con-

sultations. One key lesson learned 
has been to enable and encourage the 
deeper involvement of students as a 
critical factor for utilising resourc-
es (especially when there are time and 
human constraints) and addressing 
some of the data gaps with qualita-
tive analyses and thematic research. 

Key partners

 | Sustainability Studies  
at the University of Iceland

Links
 | Publicly accessible  
information portal

Case study: Iceland » High-quality scientific research can inform SDG indicators 
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INDIA
The crucial role of community  
CSO networks in LNOB assessments
Highlights 

 | In the absence of institutionalised 
CSO involvement in the SDG im-
plementation and review mech-
anisms in India, a highly organ-
ised and well-prepared CSO 
space is crucial to ensure that the 
voices and concerns of the most 
vulnerable and marginalised com-
munities are included in the SDG 
monitoring and reporting pro-
cesses.

 | With limited official statistics and 
data disaggregated by sub-popula-

tion group, CSOs can play an im-
portant role in facilitating more 
fact-based SDG reviews, and in-
crease the visibility of certain 
sub-groups by presenting com-
munity-generated, real-time, ac-
curate and reliable complementary 
information and assessments. 

 | The previous experiences, con-
textual expertise and local com-
munity networks of CSOs unit-
ed around a shared vision 
provided the necessary impetus for 
formulating a joint partnership. 
This encouraged a co-facilita-

tion process with the government 
to inform the development of the 
2020 VNR report of India, and in 
particular its LNOB Chapter. 

 | The SDG review frameworks and 
the VNR preparation process mo-
bilised a broader civic engagement 
and ensured the sustained focus 
on the furthest behind groups in 
India. 

Background 

Since its establishment in 2004 the 
Wada Na Todo Abhiyan (WNTA), a 
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campaign alliance of civil society or-
ganisations (CSOs), has been active-
ly engaging with various national 
development review processes in or-
der to promote the government’s ac-
countability for its national and in-
ternational commitments. With 
more than 3,500 members and part-
ners across India, including local 
grassroots movements, internation-
al non-governmental organisations, 
thematic networks and forums, the 
WNTA has been conducting inde-
pendent annual assessments of gov-
ernment performance. The campaign 
initially measured progress towards 
the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs,) and tracked the perfor-
mance of the Five-Year Plans/the Na-
tional Development Plans of India. 
More recently it has been objective-
ly reviewing and monitoring progress 
with implementation of the leave no 
one behind (LNOB) pledge in con-
junction with the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). 

Given the complexity and multiple 
forms of discrimination which the 
poorest and most marginalised com-
munities in India face based on their 
gender, low caste status, ethnicity, 
minority religious identity and oth-
er characteristics, the WNTA has 
been undertaking periodic assess-
ments through the 100 Hotspots in-
itiative. This provides a snapshot of 
the situation of the socially excluded 
and vulnerable communities in India 

vis-à-vis realisation of the SDGs. In 
addition, the WNTA carries out an 
annual progress evaluation of the de-
velopment commitments as stated in 
the national development plans and 
review of the government’s electoral 
promises in the Citizens’ Report on 
the Promises & Reality. These CSO-
driven initiatives aim to support the 
government in ensuring more inclu-
sive national follow-up and review 
processes based on the leave no one 
behind principles of respect for hu-
man rights. This includes a focus on 
the most vulnerable and furthest be-
hind groups in the country, such as 
women and children, Dalit and trib-
al people, migrant workers, LGB-
TI communities, religious minor-
ities, persons with disabilities, etc. 
The essential work of mainstream-
ing the LNOB commitments in na-
tional SDG reporting has been also 
reflected in the WNTA’s stand-alone 
evaluation report on SDG progress. 
This captures the perspectives and ef-
forts of CSOs to advance the relevant 
targets for socially excluded groups, 
and promote non-discrimination 
and equity in national poli-
cy-making. The independ-
ent CSOs’ SDG review 
report complement-
ed the development of 
the 2020 Voluntary 
National Review 
(VNR) of India. 

Engagement approach 

During the 2020 VNR report prep-
arations, the National Institute for 
Transforming India (NITI) Aayog, 
the nodal government body main-
streaming the SDGs in India, ap-
proached the WNTA CSO net-
work with a request to co-facilitate 
the consultations and information 
gathering for the LNOB Chapter 
of the VNR. The UN in India, coor-
dinated by the UN Resident Coordi-
nator’s Office (UNRCO), supported 
the process of consultation, docu-
mentation and finalisation of the civ-
il society report. A series of joint na-
tional and sub-national events was 
organised to foster direct dialogue on 
the needs and priorities of the most 
vulnerable groups at community lev-
el, going beyond national averages. 
The consultations reflected a wide 
range of insights 
and in-

TYPE
comprehensive case

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
civil society organisations 
representing the voices of 
marginalised and vulnerable 
groups

Case study: India » The crucial role of community CSO networks in LNOB assessments 
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puts from more than 1,000 CSOs 
and community-based organisations. 
These provided additional evidence 
for analysing the factors and finding 
solutions for those invisible sub-pop-
ulations affected by intersecting dep-
rivations and discrimination. These 
consultations and meetings were sup-
plemented with a contextual anal-
ysis of complementary non-official 
data (through the 100 Hotspots in-
itiative and the independent CSOs 
SDG review report). They generated 
substantial information on the soci-
oeconomic status and structural dis-
advantages which the furthest behind 
groups in India face. These com-
bined efforts provided a solid fac-
tual base on which to mainstream 
the LNOB principles in the VNR 
report, and overcome the serious da-
ta limitations and lack of data disag-
gregated by sub-population group in 
order to track and reach those fur-
thest behind. 

WNTA members were also active-
ly engaged in regional SDG forums, 
and were included in the official del-
egation and recording of the 2020 
VNR presentation of India at the 
High-level Political Forum (HLPF). 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement

The LNOB Chapter of the VNR re-
port was developed through a co-cre-
ation process in which the WNTA 
CSOs network played a clear fa-
cilitation role. This helped to step 
up the engagement of broader stake-
holder groups, thus increasing the di-
versity and quality of the inputs and 
the subsequent outcomes. The in-

volvement of community-based 
organisations, and the lead 

function of WNTA in fa-
cilitating the informa-

tion sharing, consul-
tation, collection 

of community feedback and over-
all assessment encouraged participa-
tion and strengthened the empow-
erment of citizens by giving voice 
to the marginalised and vulnera-
ble segments of society. The co-cre-
ation process jointly fostered with the 
UNRCO and government ensured 
responsiveness towards the various 
contributions provided by the non-
state actors. At the same time it ena-
bled the utilisation of multiple infor-
mation sources and complementary 
CSO assessments in order to better 
inform the SDG progress review. 

The development of the LNOB 
Chapter, and more generally the 
role of the CSOs in the SDG re-
view frameworks in India, illustrate 
that it is also possible to have inclu-
sive interactions on an equal foot-
ing with stakeholders in a setting 
of rather informal practices, en-
gagement rules and relationships – 
even in the absence of any specif-
ic or structured follow-up and review 
mechanism with a formal role for the 
CSOs. By co-sharing responsibility 
for the LNOB Chapter and reflect-
ing key findings from the CSO the-
matic reports and assessments in the 
VNR, the government recognised the 
contextual experiences of the CSOs. 
It also acknowledged that these in-
puts, derived from extensive commu-
nity discussions and feedback from 
local networks and stakeholders, can 
support more evidence-based report-
ing processes in compliance with the 
LNOB principles and the national 
development commitments. 

Civil society organisations held con-
sultations with 16 vulnerable com-
munities including women, children, 
young adults, homeless and urban 
poor, farmers, Dalits, tribals, nomad-
ic communities and religious mi-
norities, to name but a few. Given 
the geographic spread of the country 
and the high proportion of the pop-

ulation accounted for by each vul-
nerable group, multiple consulta-
tions were held by each LNOB group 
across the country.

Results and impact 

The involvement of the WNTA net-
work in the VNR report was impor-
tant for examining and understand-
ing the key barriers preventing the 
most vulnerable and marginalised 
communities from participating in 
the national development agenda. It 
gave additional visibility to the prob-
lems faced by those communities, 
and increased the informed dialogue 
among government representative 
and stakeholders on how to fill gaps 
in essential data and data disaggregat-
ed by sub-population group, and dis-
cuss options for using community-
driven data and non-official statistics 
in reporting. The participatory pro-
cess of informing the LNOB Chapter 
enriched the provision of factual in-
puts regarding previously overlooked 
sub-groups living in extreme poverty 
and facing multiple forms of discrim-
ination. The structured engagement 
of the WNTA/CSOs in the official 
SDG review mechanisms with peo-
ple-centred data, thematic analyses 
and community-level outreach pro-
moted direct communication with 
national authorities on the need to 
take targeted actions on the pledge to 
leave no one behind. 

Post-VNR, and during the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, WNTA support-
ed the United Nations Interna-
tional Children’s Emergency Fund 
(UNICEF) in measuring the impact 
of COVID-19 on vulnerable and 
marginalised groups in India, using 
community-driven data to inform 
specific policy recommendations. 
WNTA also plans to assess progress 
on the identified next steps and fol-
low-up actions of the 2020 VNR. 

Case study: India » The crucial role of community CSO networks in LNOB assessments 



83

Published by:
Deutsche Gesellschaft für
Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH

Registered offices
Bonn and Eschborn, Germany

Friedrich-Ebert-Allee 32 + 36
53113 Bonn, Germany
T +49 228 44 60-0
F +49 228 44 60-17 66
E partnersforreview@giz.de
I www.partners-for-review.de

 @Partners4Review

Partners for Review

Author:
Yulian Tsolov

Responsible:
Thomas Wollnik, GIZ Bonn

Editor:
Joern Geisselmann, GIZ Bonn

Layout implementation and modification: 
Ira Olaleye, Eschborn  
based on original design by MediaCompany GmbH, Astrid Ostrowicki

Graphic recordings, extracts:
Sophia Halamoda, Julian Kücklich, Anne Lehmann, Magdalena Wiegner

On behalf of
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development
Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety

Maps:
The maps printed here are intended only for information purposes and in 
no way constitute recognition under international law of boundaries and 
territories. GIZ accepts no responsibility for these maps being entirely up 
to date, correct or complete. All liability for any damage, direct or indirect, 
resulting from their use is excluded.

Bonn/Eschborn, 2021

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and reviewCase study: India » The crucial role of community CSO networks in LNOB assessments 

Challenges 

In addition to the lack of disaggre-
gated data, one major challenge is the 
ad-hoc role of CSOs in the nation-
al SDG review frameworks. The ab-
sence of institutionalised stakehold-
er engagement mechanisms makes it 
difficult for the CSOs to determine 
how to get involved, what kind of in-
puts and feedback are expected, and 
how to facilitate transformative joint 
partnerships with relevant authorities 
in order to more efficiently leverage 
resources and expertise, and address 
the identified bottlenecks systemat-
ically. There are many administra-
tive hurdles which hamper the con-
sistent and increased engagement of 
CSOs and their meaningful engage-
ment with the government, which 
would include the regular provision 
of information to ensure that inter-
ventions, policies, monitoring and 
reporting processes are informed by 
the voices and perspectives of the fur-
thest behind groups. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

The combination of prior experi-
ences, local community networks 
and thematic expertise with pro-
poor and vulnerable groups ena-
bled WNTA/CSOs to co-design a 
space for multi-stakeholder interac-
tions, participation and collabora-
tion in order to consolidate mutual 
trust and a shared vision for accel-
erating progress towards the nation-
al development priorities and the 
SDGs. That said, institutionalisa-
tion of the CSOs’ engagement in the 
national SDG follow-up and review 
frameworks in India remains a ‘work 
in progress’. VNR preparation drew 
on a wide array of stakeholder con-
tributions, thus strengthening down-
ward accountability. The existence 
of efficiently organised and well-
prepared civic systems of multiple 
stakeholders united around a com-
mon purpose maximised the cred-
ibility, legitimacy and usability of 
the inputs and assessment outcomes. 

One key asset for the co-creation 
process in generating evidence for de-
veloping the LNOB Chapter and the 
VNR report has been the ability of 
the WNTA organisations to work 
as reliable partners to the govern-
ment, and provide a wider space for 
carrying out activities to examine, 
empower and enact changes to sup-
port more inclusive and accountable 
SDG implementation. The UNR-
CO also played an important facili-
tative and supportive role in the en-
tire process. 

Key partners

 | Wada Na Todo Abhiyan (WNTA) 

Links

 | 100 Hotspots initiative
 | Citizens’ Report on the  
Promises & Reality

 | WNTA’s stand-alone evaluation 
report
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JAPAN
The role of small towns and municipalities 
in national SDG planning and monitoring 
frameworks

Key considerations 

Regardless of the scope of available 
resources (human and financial), and 
with the support of national author-
ities and through partnerships with 
other stakeholders, Shimokawa town 
in Japan has proactively participated 
in the national SDG follow-up and 

review framework by contributing 
actual information, local experienc-
es and ideas. 

In 2018, Shimokawa, a small town 
in the north of Japan with a popu-
lation of about 3,200, prepared the 
first city-level progress report on im-
plementation of the SDGs in close 
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cooperation with the Institute for 
Global Environmental Strategies 
(IGES). This collaborative partner-
ship was a result of the ‘SDGs Fu-
tureCity’ Initiative supported by the 
Government of Japan, and the selec-
tion of Shimokawa town as an SDG 
model project to promote integrated 
planning and enable the active par-
ticipation of local authorities in the 
national SDG review framework. 
Along with four other pilot city-lev-
el assessments, the preparation of the 
Voluntary Local Review (VLR) of 
Shimokawa town and the participa-
tory approach to engage local stake-
holders and citizens, and align with 
national development priorities, 
has set a standard for sub-nation-
al SDG monitoring and strength-
ened the mechanisms of local ac-
countability that can subsequently 
be replicated by a larger group of 
cities. This will encourage cross-
city comparisons, horizontal coop-

eration, peer learning and exchange 
of good practices among munici-
pal authorities. With IGES support, 
a further 19 local reviews have been 
planned. These will explore in greater 
depth the diverse local contributions, 
and gather inputs from sub-nation-
al stakeholders on local mechanisms 
and practices relating to sustainable 
development. 

Similar to other countries, Japan fac-
es challenges with regard to the avail-
ability of sub-national data. There-
fore, Shimokawa town, alongside 
other cities, is working to develop a 
set of localised indicators that are 
adapted and specific to each terri-
tory and context. Such a contextual-
ised approach will enrich the national 
SDG monitoring processes by incor-
porating local factors, and foster 
discussions and interpretations of 
the collected data that are particu-
lar to the different situations at the 

sub-national level. Shimokawa town 
has already elaborated a set of specif-
ic local indicators through interactive 
workshops organised by Shimokawa’s 
SDGs FutureCity Committee The 
committee comprised 15 citizens 
and 15 local officials. Its purpose 
was to incorporate citizens’ perspec-
tives into indicators, and gather ide-
as/opinions to better inform SDG 
implementation, monitoring and re-
porting in ways that are specific to 
the town’s circumstances and needs. 
Under the patronage of the mayor of 
Shimokawa, the town administration 
has also been promoting the SDGs 
through various initiatives to help lo-
cal citizens better understand how lo-
cal actions can contribute to SDG 
achievement. So far, Shimokawa has 
drawn up the ‘Shimokawa SDGs 
Map’ together with young local of-
ficials, the SDGs FutureCity Com-
mittee, and university students from 
Keio University. Through partner-

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
local authorities

TYPE
thematic case

THEME 
Even very small towns and 
municipalities with no substantial 
resources can play an important role 
in monitoring and assessment of the 
SDGs.

Case study: Japan » The role of small towns and municipalities in national SDG planning and monitoring frameworks
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ship with Japan’s largest talent agen-
cy – Yoshimoto Kogyo CO., LTD. – 
the town has collaborated in holding 
events during a festival, and in mak-
ing a musical and a movie to raise 
awareness of the SDGs.

Municipal representatives from 
Shimokawa town and other cities, as 
well as a wide range of other stake-
holders (government agencies, civil 
society organisations, experts, private 
sector representatives, international 
organisations, etc.), have participated 
in the process of revising the ‘SDGs 
Implementation Guiding Princi-
ples’. This is an initiative chaired 
by the Office of the Prime Minis-
ter, which is designed to promote a 
whole-of-government and whole-
of-society approach to SDG imple-
mentation, monitoring and report-

ing. In addition, the Government of 
Japan has been supporting various 
awareness-raising activities and ca-
pacity building measures, and has 
been allocating resources designed 
to increase the engagement of lo-
cal authorities. At the same time, it 
has encouraged the mobilisation of 
partnerships with and among sub-
national representatives and other 
stakeholders. This is designed to en-
hance diversity and knowledge-
based participation, and ensure 
representative decision-making at 
all levels in the national SDG mech-
anisms. This enabled Shimokawa 
town and other municipal authori-
ties to provide inputs and contribute 
to the revision of the SDGs Imple-
mentation Guiding Principles, thus 
promoting structured dialogue on 
the role and responsibilities of local 

govern-
ments 
in achiev-
ing the objec-
tives of the 2030 
Agenda. Although 
local governments have 
only been involved on an ad 
hoc basis in the preparation of the 
2021 Voluntary National Review 
(VNR) of Japan, the findings of the 
city-level SDG baseline assessments 
will inform the VNR report. 

Participatory methods for conduct-
ing local level SDG assessments are 
very important for accelerating pro-
gress on the SDGs, but pose chal-
lenges for local governments (more 
so for small cities and rural munici-
palities) which may not have the re-
quired resources, capacities and 

Case study: Japan » The role of small towns and municipalities in national SDG planning and monitoring frameworks
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relevant information. To overcome 
these constraints, the collaborative 
partnership between Shimokawa 
town and IGES leveraged skills and 
expertise, aligned priorities and, 
with targeted support provided by 
national authorities, showcased how 
small towns and municipalities can 
play an even more significant role in 
promoting inclusive SDG progress 
evaluations with locally driven in-
formation and incorporating indi-
vidual citizens’ perspectives. Build-
ing on the pilot experiences of the 
city-level assessments, IGES is ex-
amining the options which can op-
erationalise the process and provide 
structured mechanisms to ensure 
that local achievements and re-
sults are recognised and included 
in the national SDG progress mon-
itoring and reporting frameworks. 

For this purpose, IGES is develop-
ing customised guidelines for prep-
aration of the Voluntary Local Re-
views, and plans to support more 
cities and municipalities in conduct-
ing city-level SDG assessments and 
identifying relevant indicators that 
are specific to each territory. The en-
gagement of Shimokawa town in the 
national SDG institutional arrange-
ments and similar platforms, which 
involved providing contextual infor-
mation and localised progress assess-
ment results capturing diverse local 
stakeholders’ and citizens’ ideas, fos-
tered peer learning among local gov-
ernments. It also set a performance 
criterion that encourages other cit-
ies and municipalities to reinvigor-
ate their contributions to the nation-
al SDG monitoring and reporting 
processes. 

Key partners

 | Shimokawa Town, Hokkaido, 
Japan

 | Sustainable Forest Future 
Community ‘Ichinohashi’ Bio-
Village of Shimokawa town

 | Institute for Global 
Environmental Strategies (IGES)

Links

 | Progress report on 
implementation of the SDGs

 | Institute for Global 
Environmental Strategies (IGES)

 | SDGs Implementation Guiding 
Principles
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KYRGYZSTAN
Ensuring gender accountability  
in the follow-up and review processes

Highlights 

 | The first VNR process in Kyr-
gyzstan enabled civil society or-
ganisations representing vulnera-
ble and marginalised groups to be 
officially engaged in implemen-
tation and follow-up of the 2030 
Agenda. This fostered better trans-
parency of the review frameworks. 

 | Although the COVID-19 pan-
demic situation had negative-
ly impacted the overall quality, 
level and diversity of stakehold-

er engagement, it did not prevent 
stakeholder groups from accessing 
information, participating in vir-
tual consultative meetings, mak-
ing recommendations and influ-
encing decision-making.

 | The Forum of Women’s NGOs of 
Kyrgyzstan consistently and sys-
tematically engaged in the VNR 
and related processes, serving as 
an effective accountability mecha-
nism between government institu-
tions and their constituencies.

Background 

In 2020 at the High-level Political 
Forum (HLPF) in New York, Kyr-
gyzstan presented its first Voluntary 
National Review (VNR) on imple-
mentation of the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs). The VNR 
preparation process was informed 
through the active participation of 
a variety of stakeholders, including 
human rights and civil society or-
ganisations representing the voices 
of the vulnerable and those left fur-
thest behind groups in the country. 
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The Forum of Women’s NGOs of 
Kyrgyzstan took part in the themat-
ic consultations and provided sub-
stantial inputs for preparation of the 
VNR. The participatory and inclu-
sive approach towards VNR prepara-
tion in Kyrgyzstan was also reflected 
at the HLPF presentation, with mul-
ti-panel delegates from the govern-
ment, civil society and youth groups. 

The VNR consultative process in 
Kyrgyzstan is the first such catalyt-
ic engagement initiative. It involves 
a holistic outreach approach that 
is rather new for the country. This 
is designed to actively involve the 
broadest possible representation of 
key stakeholders, to create shared re-
sponsibility and leverage expertise, 
and to accelerate progress towards the 
SDGs that will guarantee the conti-
nuity and inclusiveness of the follow-
up and review process.

At the same time, the Forum of 
Women’s NGOs was coordinating 
preparation of the first Shadow Re-
port. This was designed to comple-
ment the official VNR report, and 
provide an alternative perspective 
to the national follow-up and re-
view process. The Shadow Report 
has not been formally finalised and 
endorsed by the government. How-
ever, the consultations accompany-
ing its preparation did provide ad-
ditional entry points for joint CSOs 
advocacy initiatives and partnership 

engagements. It also drew the atten-
tion of authorities to particular areas 
where bottlenecks are occurring, and 
strengthened downward accounta-
bility towards marginalised popula-
tions. The preparation of the Shadow 
Report helped to holistically and in-
dependently review several goals, and 
the process itself became a learning 
space in which to review SDG im-
plementation in Kyrgyzstan, and bet-
ter understand complex development 
challenges as well as the methodolo-
gy used to collect data for the SDG 
indicators. It also facilitated partner-
ships, etc. Based on the knowledge 
sharing and learning that took place 
during preparation of the Shadow 
Report, CSOs strengthened their in-
puts to the indicators and discussed 
the need to institutionalise the en-
gagement of CSOs in the SDG im-
plementation and review mech-
anisms. Recommendations from 
CSOs identified during prepara-
tion of the Shadow Report were sub-
mitted to the official VNR working 
groups. 

The Forum of Women’s NGOs of 
Kyrgyzstan also conducted a series 
of meetings to address the trend to-
wards underinvestment in women’s 
rights and gender equality, and sup-
port realisation at that national lev-
el of the global SDG indicator 5.c.1, 
which promotes public allocations 
for gender equality and women’s em-
powerment. Furthermore, the Forum 

of Women’s NGOs of Kyrgyzstan or-
ganised discussions on the adoption 
of a multi-stakeholder partnership 
approach in planning and implemen-
tation of the SDGs, including the 
lack of policy coherence caused by 
weak multi-stakeholder partnerships. 

Engagement approach 

The VNR process in Kyrgyzstan 
built upon the existing MDG mech-
anisms, with the aim of further 
strengthening the formal inclusion 
and engagement of various non-state 
stakeholders in the national review of 
progress towards the SDGs. To insti-
tutionalise ‘bottom-up’ monitoring 
and review mechanisms, a Coordi-
nation Commission was established 
that reported directly to the Vice 
Prime Minister. The Committee had 
five working groups, which were di-
vided into three thematic areas (eco-
nomic, social and environmental di-
mensions) and two cross-cutting 
areas (governance and security, and 
monitoring and evaluation). It was 
entrusted to guide the engagement 
process during VNR preparation and 
draft the report. The working groups 
were comprised of relevant experts 
from ministries, agencies and state 
institutions, plus civil society rep-
resentatives and UN observers. The 
groups held workshops and consulta-
tive meetings with various stakehold-
ers in order to collect, analyse and 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
civil society organisations
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consolidate data, feedback and in-
puts. The Forum of Women’s NGOs 
was formally included in the working 
group reviewing the social dimen-
sions of the SDGs.

During preparation of the Shad-
ow Report, the Forum of Wom-
en’s NGOs of Kyrgyzstan organised 
thematic consultations with vari-
ous stakeholders at sub-national lev-
el in order to discuss the integration 
of SDG5 on women’s rights and gen-
der equality into local development 
strategies and plans. This led to spe-
cific recommendations on women’s 
rights and gender equality being inte-
grated into local strategies and devel-
opment plans, and strengthened the 
accountability mechanisms of local 
authorities. The VNR of Kyrgyzstan 
included only one of these recom-
mendations on SDG 5 – ‘introduc-
ing a course of women’s rights and 
gender equality as a compulsory sub-
ject in training programmes for civ-
il servants’.

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

Open and regular information and 
documentation sharing ensured the 
transparency of the VNR process. 
This enabled the Forum of Women’s 
NGOs, and the CSO representatives 
in general, to engage more meaning-
fully in the discussions concerning 
the SDG progress reviews, as well as 
to provide complementary data and 
verify contested information. During 
the official VNR consultative meet-
ings the CSOs made multiple rec-
ommendations that helped to in-
crease the quality and diversity of the 
inputs and expand the evidence base 
for the subsequent stages of the draft-
ing process. Results from CSO pro-
jects and surveys directly informed 
relevant chapters of the VNR report, 
with the Forum of Women’s NGOs 
actively contributing to the con-
tent development and progress re-
view of SDG 5. One of the concrete 
inputs was on the need to report in 

the VNR on indicator 5.c.1, which 
tracks public allocations for women’s 
rights and gender equality issues in 
national and local budgets. 

At the same time as actively engaging 
in the official VNR working group 
discussions, civil society organisa-
tions were also busy meeting and co-
ordinating their feedback and inputs 
to the VNR.

Results and impact 

Out of eleven official (written and 
oral) recommendations provided by 
the Forum of Women’s NGOs, on-
ly one was incorporated in the final 
version of the VNR. Nonetheless, the 
inputs and critical overview generat-
ed by the CSOs during the prepara-
tion process did influence the con-
tent of multiple chapters, and thus 
the overall credibility and robustness 
of the VNR report. The official in-
volvement of the Forum of Wom-
en’s NGOs and a wide range of other 
CSOs in the VNR inter-institution-
al working groups ensured the inclu-
siveness of the review process. This 
highlighted the challenges, success-
es and experiences in advancing the 
SDGs for the most vulnerable sectors 
of Kyrgyz society. The ability to pro-
vide non-official data and the prac-
tice of encouraging regular feedback 
during the various VNR phases mo-
tivated stakeholders, strengthened di-
rect dialogue with government insti-
tutions, and informed shared actions 
to address the jointly identified and 
most pressing societal issues. 

Challenges 

One of the major challenges is the 
general lack of resources in the na-
tional follow-up and review pro-

Case study: Kyrgyzstan » Ensuring gender accountability in the follow-up and review processes 
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cesses in the country. There are nei-
ther government nor donor-specific 
funds available to support the en-
gagement and capacity building of 
civil society organisations, especially 
those representing the voices of vul-
nerable and marginalised groups and 
groups in rural and remote areas. Al-
though the VNR engagement process 
has been characterised by the partici-
pation of diverse stakeholder groups, 
this has been mostly concentrated in 
the capital, thus failing to properly 
engage with stakeholders and groups 
at the sub-national level. Recogni-
tion of the inputs and views provid-
ed by non-state actors in the VNR 
has been uneven, and therefore the 
Forum of Women’s NGOs plans to 
conduct an in-depth analysis in or-
der to understand the reasons for in-
corporating the stakeholders’ diverg-
ing views. The exact role of the CSOs 

in the post-VNR process, including 
the involvement of the private sec-
tor and wider representation of non-
state actors in the SDG coordination 
and decision-making mechanisms, is 
still unclear. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned

The VNR process captured the per-
spectives, needs and progress of and 
for the vulnerable groups in Kyr-
gyz society, and in particular women. 
This is a critical factor not only in in-
forming policies relating particularly 
to these groups, but also in promot-
ing the development of new statistics, 
enhancing participation and building 
greater inclusiveness at the nation-
al level. The strong leadership by the 
government and the official inclusion 

of non-state actors in the inter-insti-
tutional VNR working groups max-
imised the public space for voicing 
concerns, debating challenges and in-
fluencing the sustainable develop-
ment discourse of Kyrgyzstan. The 
proactive engagement in related ad-
vocacy initiatives, the close strategic 
cooperation with like-minded organ-
isations, the participation in region-
al and global forums and the SDG 
outreach programme of the Forum 
of Women’s NGOs of Kyrgyzstan all 
made it possible to enhance the qual-
ity of VNR involvement and related 
contributions. 

Key partners

 | Forum of Women’s NGOs  
of Kyrgyzstan

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

 N
ur

gu
l 
Dj

an
ae

va

mailto:partnersforreview%40giz.de?subject=
http://www.partners-for-review.de
http://@Partners4Review
https://forumofwomenngos.kg
https://forumofwomenngos.kg


92

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

MALAYSIA
The role of academia and 
universities in co-revising 
and co-validating VNR 
content

Highlights 

 | Since the first VNR report of Ma-
laysia in 2017 there has been a sig-
nificant increase in the institu-
tional opportunities for non-state 
actors to participate in, contribute 
to and influence the outcomes of 
the SDG review process.

 | For the academic sector in Malay-
sia, the 2021 VNR preparations 
represented an opportunity for 
more informed dialogue with the 
government and other stakehold-
ers and a possibility of participat-
ing in multi-stakeholder initiatives 
organised around shared goals and 
priorities.
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 | The broad and formal inclusion of 
academics and other stakeholders, 
also for co-revision and co-valida-
tion functions of the final version 
of the VNR report, yielded shared 
ownership of the process. This is a 
key driver for ensuring the proper 
follow-up and uptake of the iden-
tified challenges and next steps.

 | JSC-SDSN Malaysia is planning 
to develop an analytical tool that 
will combine official statistics 
with proxy indicators and non-
official data. This will enable the 
fact-based assessment of progress 
towards the SDGs and interpre-
tation of findings to substantiate 
projections and trends. 

Background 

In 2021, Malaysia will present its 
second Voluntary National Re-
view (VNR) at the High-level Polit-
ical Forum (HLPF). The coordina-
tion of the report and engagement 
of relevant stakeholders has been fa-
cilitated by the Economic Planning 
Unit of the Prime Minister’s Depart-
ment, which chairs the multi-secto-
ral and multi-stakeholder technical 
working committee (TWC) respon-
sible for VNR preparation. Various 
government institutions, UN agen-
cies, stakeholder groups and alliances 
are represented on the TWC, includ-
ing, among other academic networks, 

the Jeffrey Sachs Center on Sustaina-
ble Development at Sunway Univer-
sity (JSC). The JSC is also the local 
host for the UN Sustainable Devel-
opment Solutions Network (SDSN) 
in Malaysia. 

Even though multiple stakeholders 
were invited to provide inputs dur-
ing the first VNR report of Malaysia 
in 2017, there were limited oppor-
tunities for an inclusive and partic-
ipatory review of the report before 
its final release. The 2021 VNR pro-
cess did allow for such an interac-
tive and multi-directional engage-
ment approach. This was facilitated 
by the Economic Planning Unit 
(EPU) and involved a broad range 
of relevant stakeholders, with sever-
al meetings held to discuss the draft 
version of the report and consolidate 
feedback before its finalisation. The 
drafting, including inputs and feed-
back collection as well as the analysis, 
is again tasked to external consult-
ants, but this time with a clear en-
gagement strategy supported by the 
government, which is designed to so-
licit diverse contributions from non-
state actors. 

Engagement approach 

Under the leadership of the 
Economic Planning Unit, 
multiple thematic meetings, 

seminars and discussions with differ-
ent stakeholder groups have been or-
ganised to gather consultative inputs 
and provide guidance on the con-
tent of the VNR. After each round 
of consultations, the facilitating ex-
ternal consultants summarise and 
analyse the received inputs based 
on their quality, reliability and rele-
vance for inclusion in the VNR re-
port. JSC-SDSN Malaysia, togeth-
er with other members of the TWC, 
are jointly responsible for the revision 
and validation of the final version of 
the VNR report before its official en-
dorsement by the government.

Besides actively participating in the 
government-led consultations and 
providing comments and feedback 
during the varied VNR phases, JSC-
SDSN Malaysia has engaged in part-
nership activities facilitated by the 
civil society sector. One of these part-
nerships supported the All-Party Par-
liamentary Group for the SDGs (AP-
PGM-SDG) in finding practical 
solutions to pressing socio-econom-
ic or environmental problems and 
preparing joint project proposals for 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
academia
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which government funding could 
be mobilised. Moreover, JSC-SDSN 
Malaysia has supported and partici-
pated in initiatives to raise awareness 
on the SDGs, advocacy campaigns 
(e.g. on deforestation and biodiversi-
ty, promoting sustainable city mod-
els, etc.) and consensus-building 
activities on future development pri-
orities.

Although the 2021 VNR report will 
be informed predominantly by offi-
cial data and statistics produced by 
the Department of Statistics, JSC-
SDSN Malaysia has been building 
its own SDG dashboard, which in-
cludes proxy indicators and non-of-
ficial data in addition to the Depart-
ment of Statistics’ data. The collected 
data and information will be ana-
lysed by leading experts and an ag-
gregated summary will be developed 
for each of the goals. The SDG dash-

board will be an interactive tool, 
allowing the visualisation of statis-
tics, including disaggregated data at 
the sub-national level, and dissem-
ination of results. The tool will en-
able users to interpret the results of 
the analytical process in a publicly 
accessible format. They will then be 
able to track performance on specif-
ic SDG targets, supplemented with 
scenario assessments of the interven-
tions required to steer the develop-
ment priorities onto the right path 
for 2030. JSC-SDSN Malaysia has 
discussed the SDG dashboard plans 
with the EPU and the Statistical De-
partment, in order to ensure the con-
sistency of the methodology to be ap-
plied, and establish whether the SDG 
dashboard statistics and thematic as-
sessments can address some of the 
limitations of the current set of offi-
cial data and projections. 

Principles 
and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

since Malaysia’s first VNR report, a 
significant shift towards more inclu-
sive and participatory methods of 
collecting inputs and feedback has 
been promoted. This involves di-
rectly engaging various stakeholder 
groups in the SDG review processes. 
JSC-SDSN Malaysia and other non-
state actors were then able to play an 
active role in shaping the VNR de-
bates and to co-revise and co-val-
idate content, with a focus on ac-
tual achievement of the SDGs. The 
decision of the Malaysian authori-
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ties to include stakeholders not just 
to provide inputs, but also to formal-
ly review the various stages of the re-
port, strengthened transparency, and 
thereby fostered wider acceptance of 
the committee’s decisions. The con-
tribution of academia was particular-
ly beneficial, as this group of stake-
holders has valuable information, 
data and global best practices that 
could enrich the discussions on the 
various SDG-related issues highlight-
ed in the report. The committee pro-
vided regular access to information, 
documents and updates on the VNR 
progress, and proactively facilitated 
the exchange of ideas and viewpoints 
during the preparation process. 

Results and impact 

The proactive engagement of JSC-
SDSN Malaysia in SDG priority-
based partnerships, bringing togeth-
er diverse stakeholders around shared 
problems, reinforced the legitimacy 
of designing actionable advocacy 
and outreach campaigns that have 
influenced the uptake of relevant 
policy initiatives. The plans of JSC-
SDSN Malaysia to continuously sup-
port a more factually-oriented SDG 
review process with practical tools 
and analytical methods to resolve da-
ta gaps and enable specific analysis of 
trends and projections, improved its 

credibility with relevant government 
institutions and partners. 

Challenges

The political implications associated 
with the electoral cycles of the gov-
ernment, and alternating priorities 
and approaches, are among the crit-
ical factors that underpin the long-
er-term inclusiveness and effective-
ness of the SDG review framework. 
The lack of sufficient resources to re-
spond to the multitude of ideas and 
feedback on specific problem areas, 
and to generate solutions to acceler-
ate progress on the SDGs, poses an 
additional challenge for non-state ac-
tors. The traditional approach of ac-
ademia, which usually uses scientif-
ic language that targets a very narrow 
audience, has not gained the neces-
sary support of society at large. Nor 
has it enabled society to understand 
complex development problems. De-
spite the fact that different stakehold-
ers have been included in the nation-
al follow-up and review mechanisms, 
SDG implementation remains the 
sole responsibility of central author-
ities and administrative elites in the 
capital, while ordinary citizens have 
limited information, knowledge or 
opportunities to be involved in these 
processes. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned 

One key lesson learned from Malay-
sia’s first VNR report has been the 
need to ensure a greater inclusive-
ness of the SDG review process that 
is sensitive to the various contribu-
tions and skills that non-state actors 
can deliver. This resulted in the active 
participation of academia and civ-
il society in the process. The leader-
ship of the EPU promoted a trust-
building culture in the working 
sessions of the TWC, where relevant 
stakeholders and government repre-
sentatives interacted on critical issues 
and limitations in the progress re-
view. A significant advantage has  
also been the openness on the part  
of the government to seek the co- 
revision and co-validation of the  
final VNR report before its official 
endorsement. 

Key partners

 | Jeffrey Sachs Center on 
Sustainable Development 
at Sunway University/SDSN 
Malaysia

Links
 | Economic Planning Unit of the 
Prime Minister’s Department

Case study: Malaysia » The role of academia and universities in co-revising and co-validating VNR content
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MEXICO
Adapting engagement  
practices to local realities
Highlights 

 | The meaningful engagement of 
sub-national authorities in Mexico 
in the follow-up and review frame-
works of the 2030 Agenda show-
cases the advantages of having an 
innovative strategic vision and ho-
listic approach to identifying and 
prioritising multiple entry points 
by which to inform, consult, col-
laborate with, build the capaci-
ties of and empower federal state 
and municipal representatives.

 | Under the leadership and guid-
ance of the Office of the 2030 
Agenda of the Ministry of Econo-
my, mutually reinforcing frame-
works have been consolidated 
and aligned so as to directly in-
volve local authorities in the na-
tional institutional arrangements 
of the 2030 Agenda. At the same 

time these will also strengthen 
sub-national mechanisms. 

 | Without incentives geared to-
wards the needs and interests 
of sub-national authorities and 
stakeholders, it is difficult to en-
sure long-term commitment, 
support and ownership. Such in-
centives may include both finan-
cial and non-financial support, ca-
pacity development and training 
programmes.

 | Developing culturally sensitive 
activities is an important means 
to customise support, adjust im-
plementation of the 2030 Agen-
da to the diverse local realities 
and facilitate the creation of space 
for citizens’ engagement and em-
powerment of local populations 
at risk of being left behind. Such 
targeted activities will be part of 
the platform for local action 

(2021 – 2022), which includes 
three components: i) social mo-
bilisation activities for citizens at 
the municipal level; ii) educational 
programmes on 2030 Agenda gov-
ernance for municipal authorities; 
and iii) programmes for schools, 
museums and the private sector at 
the municipal level. Additional ac-
tivities will include the develop-
ment of ‘Biocultural Heritage Ter-
ritories’, which seek to promote a 
culturally appropriate path to sus-
tainable development. 

Background

Since Mexico’s second Voluntary Na-
tional Review (VNR) in 2018, the 
role, responsibilities and levels of en-
gagement of local authorities in the 
national institutional arrangements 
and review frameworks of the 2030 
Agenda have been strengthened to 
enable the systematic, well-struc-
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tured, continuous and aligned in-
volvement of stakeholders from and 
at the sub-national levels. In 2021, 
Mexico will present its third VNR 
at the High-level Political Forum 
(HLPF). This will further consoli-
date the active engagement of local 
authorities and the adoption of di-
verse forms of participation, such as: 
involvement in the national 2030 
Agenda institutional mechanisms; 
the co-chairing of thematic com-
mittees and working groups; sup-
port for the provision of localised da-
ta to inform a more comprehensive 
review of SDG progress; assessment 
and incorporation of inputs from 
the voluntary sub-national and local 
reviews, and the inclusion of sub-na-
tional representatives in the official 
delegation to the HLPF, including 
support for the organisation of and 
participation in side events. 

Engagement approach 

Six state representatives, two repre-
sentatives of the states that preside 
over the Alianza Federalista and the 
CONAGO (Conferencia Nacional 
de Gobernadores), six municipal rep-
resentatives, plus one representative 
from the INAFED (Instituto Nacion-
al para el Federalismo y el Desarrol-
lo Municipal) and one representative 
from the CONAMM (Conferencia 
Nacional de Municipios de México) are 
included on a rotational basis in the 
multi-stakeholder National Coun-
cil, which leads and coordinates the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment activities in Mexico. The Na-

tional Council connects the different 
branches and levels of government, 
involves other stakeholders from civ-
il society, the private sector and aca-
demia, and is responsible for gather-
ing, measuring and reviewing inputs 
and data to monitor and follow-up 
on SDG progress in the country. The 
Secretariat of the National Council is 
the Office of the 2030 Agenda. Pre-
viously attached to the Office of the 
Presidency, it is now located at the 
Ministry of Economy. 

Municipal authorities and state del-
egates are also involved in the the-
matic working groups and commit-
tees, and thus directly operationalise 
sub-national views and contributions 
to the national follow-up and review 
processes. Bearing in mind the mul-
titude of local realities in the feder-
al states and municipalities, and the 
diversity of educational backgrounds 
and spoken languages of the partic-
ipating municipal and state repre-
sentatives (there are 364 languag-
es and variants, besides Spanish), a 
range of targeted actions are planned 
under the platform for local action 
(2021 – 2022). These include: rais-
ing awareness through download-
able spots for local radios; working 
with media outlets to create audiovis-
ual educational materials that will of-
fer a step-by-step approach to SDG 
localisation in a language that is ac-
cessible to the non-specialist citi-
zen; downloadable programmes for 
the local private sector, museums 
and schools; an SDG citizen mobili-
sation programme at the municipal 
level. Besides the platform, the Of-

fice of the 2030 Agenda also plans to 
offer a culturally appropriate devel-
opment model for indigenous peo-
ples based on the creation of ‘Biocul-
tural Heritage Territories’ (given that 
the platform will not reach many in-
digenous communities due to the 
lack of universal internet access and 
linguistic diversity). Currently, the 
Office of the 2030 Agenda is eval-
uating options for extending the in-
volvement of indigenous communi-
ty radio broadcasters and museums 
for various C4D SDG outreach ac-
tivities with a bottom-up approach. 
There are also plans to work on SDG 
capsules with TV Educativa (the 
Ministry of Education´s TV chan-
nel) to complement the 2030 Agen-
da compulsory booklet for 6th grad-
ers launched in 2020. 

The Office of the 2030 Agenda is al-
so present in all 32 states through 
the coordination of the 2030 Agen-
da offices at state level (Órganos 
de Seguimiento e Instrumentación, 
OSI). This is designed to foster bet-
ter connectivity between the differ-
ent layers of government and en-
able a more integrated approach 
which aligns the state and munici-
pal mechanisms with the national 
2030 Agenda institutional arrange-
ments. Furthermore, in coopera-
tion with United Cities and Local 
Governments (UCLG), federal state 
and municipal authorities are plan-
ning to pilot a Voluntary Sub-na-
tional Review (VSR), in order to ob-
tain a more contextual perspective 
on the ‘state of the art’ at sub-nation-
al levels (both state and municipal). 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
local authorities 

TYPE
comprehensive case
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Presidency
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Local
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Sector

Civil Society

Executive 
Secretariat
(Ministry of 
Economy)

Implementation 

Sustainable Development Solutions Network 
(National Autonomous University of Mexico 

(UNAM), Monterrey Institute of Technology and 
Higher Education (ITESM))
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with Civil Society Organizations 

of MoFA and Ministry of 
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Business Coordinating 
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Compact Local Network

Working Group to follow up 
on the implementation of the 
2030 Agenda of the Chamber 

of Deputies
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2030 Agenda Executive 
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National Governors’ 
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Federal Implementation 
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Agenda (COMIFEDS)

Federalist Alliance

National Council 
Working Groups

Specialized Technical Committee on the SDGs  
(Ministry of Economy, National Institute of Statistics and Geography 

 (INEGI), National Population Council (CONAPO)) 

In addition to the previously submit-
ted three Voluntary Local Reviews 
(VLRs for Mexico City, Oaxaca and 
Yucatán), seven more VLRs in four 
municipalities and three states will be 
prepared through a ‘Help Desk’ and 
hosted at the platform for local ac-
tion, with support provided by the 
Deutsche Gesellschaft für Interna-
tionale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) Gm-
bH. Both processes will complement 
the preparation of the 2021 VNR 
with localised data and context-spe-
cific assessments. 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

Since the 2018 VNR, the engage-
ment strategy of the Government of 
Mexico has utilised active sub-na-
tional involvement and meaning-
ful contributions from local author-
ities to enable more comprehensive 
and evidence-based SDG review pro-
cesses. Combining universal princi-
ples of engagement with context-spe-
cific initiatives to inform, consult, 
collaborate and eventually empow-
er state and municipal authori-
ties has increased the number of ac-
tors, discussions and the quality of 
inputs that will inform the prepara-

tion of the 2021 VNR. Relevant na-
tional authorities have made system-
atic efforts to continuously inform 
and consult sub-national stakehold-
ers using a clear communication 
strategy that takes account of the 
diverse state and municipal reali-
ties. In conjunction with targeted ca-
pacity-building support to strength-
en these stakeholders’ knowledge and 
competences for effective participa-
tion in the national follow-up and re-
view frameworks, this has institu-
tionalised their long-term interest, 
and thus their commitment to SDG 
implementation. Over time, the in-
dependence entrusted to sub-na-
tional authorities to provide direct 
contributions to the VNR and other 
national SDG planning, monitoring 
and reporting processes has consol-
idated the expertise of sub-nation-
al governments and their self-confi-
dence in becoming pro-actively and 
autonomously involved, also in re-
gional and global initiatives on im-
plementation of the 2030 Agenda. 
Given the growing interest and ac-
tivity of state and municipal authori-
ties in showcasing their diverse expe-
riences at regional and global SDG 
forums, the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs initiated a programme to facili-
tate their international involvement 

and meet the need for intensified 
cross-country knowledge sharing. 
This included publishing a book that 
provides suggestions and tools for de-
signing and implementing strategies 
and public policies to international-
ise the work of local authorities. 

Results and impact

The step-by-step phases of the en-
gagement modalities designed and 
developed by the Office of the 2030 
Agenda in close cooperation with rel-
evant state and municipal represent-
atives enriched the informed interac-
tions. They also improved dialogue 
between the different levels of gov-
ernment and generated complemen-
tary quality inputs to better inform 
the VNRs and other SDG review 
processes. The two-way involvement 
of local authorities in the 2030 Agen-
da institutional arrangements, com-
bined with support for the devel-
opment, consistency and alignment 
of state and municipal-level mecha-
nisms, ensured an integrated mul-
ti-level effort to address system-
ic and context-specific problems 
which recognised the tangible con-
tributions local authorities can make 
to SDG implementation and moni-

Institutional arrangements for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda in Mexico
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toring. The fact that the sub-nation-
al and local reviews will inform the 
2021 VNR demonstrates the degree 
of alignment and trust between the 
different levels of government. 

Challenges 

Constructing meaningful engage-
ment mechanisms that can produce 
quality contributions from the sub-
national levels is an extensive and 
complex process. The complexity 
and nuances of the available capaci-
ties at the state and municipal levels 
is one of the main constraints requir-
ing clear action planning, training 
and resource considerations. With 
364 indigenous languages and vari-
ants, diverse development gaps and 
variable internet access in the sub-
national regions, there has been lit-
tle room for the Office of the 2030 
Agenda to pursue a one-size-fits-all 
engagement and awareness-raising 
approach. This highlights the impor-
tance of planning the necessary time 
and allowing for adjustments to the 
engagement activities depending on 
the local situations. The lack of da-
ta disaggregated by geographic loca-
tion is another limitation in securing 
more effective SDG progress moni-
toring. Consequently, the Office of 
the 2030 Agenda – together with the 
Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Ge-
ografía (INEGI) experts, partners 
and local stakeholders – is planning 
to further support the development 
of localised statistics and disaggregat-
ed data.

Success factors  
and lessons learned

One key success factor for the effec-
tive engagement of the sub-national 
levels has been the holistic concept 
utilised by the Office of the 2030 
Agenda. This covers the full scope 
of the roles and responsibilities local 
authorities can play and have in na-
tional SDG review frameworks. It al-
so incorporates and adapts many uni-
versal and good practice principles, 
and pursues a carefully defined and 
systematic engagement approach that 
seeks to inform, consult, involve, 
collaborate and empower meaning-
ful participation at both national 
and sub-national levels. The favour-
able legal and policy environment, 
and the degree of alignment between 
national and sub-national planning 
and budgeting, are further key ena-
blers that have mobilised strong en-
gagement. Combining financial re-
source allocations with training 
opportunities and possibilities to 
share experiences and learning with 
peers in other countries have been 
critical incentivising factors. A signif-
icant advantage has been the coop-
erative atmosphere created, which 
acts as a driver for states and munici-
palities to inspire each other. Balanc-
ing national leadership with the inde-
pendence of locally-driven alliances 
and mechanisms has been an impor-
tant lesson learned for capturing the 
rich diversity of stakeholder opin-
ions, ideas and contributions to the 
follow-up and review processes. 

It is also important to continuous-
ly strengthen the vitality of the stra-
tegic and operational vision of na-
tional authorities with specific plans 
to further develop and design cultur-
ally appropriate approaches to sus-
tainable development. These include 
awareness-raising activities using lo-
cal radio, and media outlets, and 
partnering with cultural institutes 
and indigenous groups in order to 
disseminate accessible information 
on the objectives of the 2030 Agen-
da, in what is perceived as a two-way 
process of consultation and com-
munication with jointly construct-
ed outcomes. Finally, the inclusion of 
local authorities in the official delega-
tion to the HLPF will not only sup-
port peer learning and knowledge 
management, but also enhance the 
inclusiveness of, and commitment to, 
the subsequent stages of the SDG re-
view process. 

Key partners

 | Office of the 2030 Agenda
 | Ministry of Economy
 | Ministry of Foreign Affairs

Links

 | Book: suggestions and tools for 
designing and implementing 
strategies and public policies 
to internationalise the work of 
local authorities
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NEPAL
Capitalising on the 
engagement of CSOs  
in national follow-up  
and review to accelerate 
SDG localisation

Key considerations

The collaborative structures and par-
ticipatory methods used to reflect 
the civil society perspectives and rec-
ommendations for the 2020 Volun-
tary National Review (VNR) of Ne-
pal provided an opportunity to align 
operational plans and activities for 
accelerating the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) localisation 
process in Nepal.
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The Nepal SDGs Forum is a plat-
form of networks of non-govern-
mental actors, local and internation-
al civil society organisations (CSOs), 
private sector representatives, coop-
eratives, media, UN agencies, bilat-
eral and multilateral development 
partners and major groups and stake-
holders which jointly support im-
plementation of the SDGs in Ne-
pal. The Nepal SDG Forum and its 
members are also actively engaged 
with the government and are official-
ly represented in the National Plan-
ning Commission (NPC) and other 
government thematic committees re-
sponsible for institutionalising a ro-
bust SDG implementation, monitor-
ing and reporting mechanism. 

During the 2020 VNR preparation 
process, the Nepal SDG Forum par-
ticipated in the e-meetings and e-
discussions (most of which were 
remotely organised due to the COV-
ID-19 situation) in order to gath-
er information from its constituen-
cy groups and provide comments and 
inputs to the SDG review process. 
The CSOs also reflected critically on 
the missing or misinterpreted infor-
mation by conducting an independ-
ent parallel assessment to measure 
progress on the SDGs using supple-
mentary data. Key conclusions from 
the CSOs’ assessment were included 
in the VNR report, and summarised 
in a comprehensive complementa-
ry report of Nepali CSOs reflecting 

the perspectives of non-state actors 
on SDG progress. CSO representa-
tives were also included in the official 
delegation of Nepal to the High-lev-
el Political Forum (HLPF), and pre-
sented the main findings of the com-
plementary CSO report as part of the 
VNR presentation. 

The outcomes of the VNR pro-
cess further demonstrated the need 
for a broad engagement of stake-
holders that have attained exper-

tise in the review frameworks, and 
an inclusive coordination mecha-
nism as a means to address the lack 
of official national and sub-nation-
al data and accelerate progress on 
the SDGs at sub-national levels. The 
high-level political support provid-
ed through the 2030 Agenda insti-
tutional arrangements has been im-
portant in generating the strategic 
value of the national review process, 
but has fallen short of fostering co-
creation processes that support sub-

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
civil society organisations

TYPE
thematic case

THEME 
Capitalise on the national follow-up and 
review processes by mobilising strong 
support from civil society organisations 
for defining collective actions to 
accelerate SDG localisation.

Case study: Nepal » Capitalising on the engagement of CSOs in national follow-up and review to accelerate SDG localisation  
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national reviews. Measuring sub-na-
tional SDG progress should include 
both formal local collaborative 
mechanisms for enabling repre-
sentative, transparent and account-
able review frameworks, as well as 
ad-hoc processes for reflecting ex-
periences and mobilising local part-
nerships. Thus, to combine evidence 

from multiple governance levels and 
substantiate the SDG review findings 
with local perspectives, the CSOs 
utilised contributions from their 
local networks and structures to 
support more objective monitor-
ing and to enrich the VNR consulta-
tions. One of the gaps identified dur-
ing the VNR process was the need to 

strengthen the role of local authori-
ties and promote locally driven vol-
untary reviews in order to accelerate 
SDG localisation. To carry out these 
activities, the network of CSOs in 
Nepal plans to partner with relevant 
national and local authorities, in or-
der to combine competencies and re-
sources and address more effectively 
sustainability issues that are particu-
lar to specific sub-national regions. 

Participatory and inclusive ways of 
conducting the VNRs, and more 
generally national SDG progress fol-
low-up and reviews, are important 
for capturing diverse views and en-
abling the integration of different 
datasets and sources, but are chal-
lenging to carry out in practice. In 
Nepal, some CSOs lack the necessary 
capacities and resources, and with 
limited financial support, especial-
ly following the recent COVID-19 
pandemic and the need to re-prior-
itise the development needs in the 
country, the entry points for in-
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creasing the quality of CSO en-
gagement in the SDG review pro-
cesses are narrowing down. An 
additional burden is the enabling 
policy environment, which is ham-
pering the meaningful engagement 
of non-state actors. Although the 
lack of data is a common challenge in 
SDG monitoring, the possibility for 
non-state actors to provide additional 
information and disaggregated data 
represents an opportunity to mobilise 

diverse stakeholder groups in order to 
support a more factual basis for the 
follow-up and review processes. With 
the formal involvement of different 
stakeholders in the 2030 Agenda in-
stitutional arrangements, CSOs and 
other non-state actors have conveni-
ent entry points to influence strategic 
decision-making, and thus partici-
pate in the formulation of joint solu-
tions to address these issues. 

Key partners

 | Nepal SDGs Forum
 | NGO Federation of Nepal

Links

 | National Planning Commission 
(NPC)

 | Report of Nepali CSOs

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

 D
ir
k 

Os
te

rm
ei

er

Case study: Nepal » Capitalising on the engagement of CSOs in national follow-up and review to accelerate SDG localisation  

mailto:partnersforreview%40giz.de?subject=
http://www.partners-for-review.de
http://@Partners4Review
https://nepalsdgforum.org
http://www.ngofederation.org/index.php
https://www.npc.gov.np/en
https://www.npc.gov.np/en
https://nepalsdgforum.org/uploads/attachments/q7j9zoazo5my9udx.pdf


104

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review

POLAND
Mobilising private sector contributions 
through practice-oriented SDG reporting 
tools

Highlights 

 | The Impact Barometer Tool pro-
vides companies with a worka-
ble, cost-free and ready-to-use re-
porting framework to measure in 
a consistent and comparable way 
the contribution of the private sec-
tor to SDG implementation.

 | The engagement process dur-
ing the development phase of the 
tool for prioritising the applicable 
SDGs and selecting the indicators 
prompted broad-based and par-

ticipatory consultations with a di-
verse range of stakeholders beyond 
the government and the private 
sector. This enhanced dialogue 
and consensus-building among 
different actors.

 | The tool supplements the nation-
al 2030 Agenda follow-up and re-
view of progress with complemen-
tary (non-official) data owned by 
the reporting businesses, thus se-
curing ownership and uptake of 
the reported results. 

Background 

Given the growing need to contextu-
alise and provide clear guidelines for 
the engagement of the private sec-
tor in implementation and follow-up 
of the 2030 Agenda, CSR Consult-
ing (a Polish company specialising in 
strategic consulting for corporate so-
cial responsibility and sustainable 
development) in cooperation with 
companies, academia and civil soci-
ety organisations (CSOs) established 
the Impact Barometer Tool under 
the honorary patronage of the Pol-
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ish Government and with the sub-
stantive support of Statistics Po-
land. The Impact Barometer consists 
of six SDGs, consultatively identi-
fied as the most relevant to the Polish 
businesses, and thirty adapted in-
dicators to support the private sec-
tor in measuring and reporting on 
their contribution towards achieve-
ment of the 2030 Agenda. The tool 
is one of the enabling components of 
the 17 Goals Campaign, which is de-
signed to mobilise more broad-based 
and inclusive engagement of the pri-
vate sector and other stakeholders in 

the SDG follow-up and review pro-
cesses. 

Launched in 2017, the 17 Goals 
Campaign is an initiative under the 
patronage of the Ministry of Eco-
nomic Development, Labour and 
Technology. It aims to facilitate 
cross-sectoral partnerships among a 
wide range of actors from the private 
sector, national authorities, academia 
and civil society, in order to more ef-
fectively and coherently support the 
implementation and review of pro-
gress towards the SDGs in Poland. As 
a nationwide discussion on the role 

of the Polish businesses in implemen-
tation of the 2030 Agenda, the 17 
Goals Campaign has become a start-
ing point for the private sector to be-
gin work on including the SDGs in 
their strategies and practices. 

Engagement approach 

To provide businesses with tangi-
ble tools to measure their impact on 
the SDGs, a multi-stakeholder ex-
pert task force identified and prior-
itised the most important SDGs for 
the private sector. It also sequenced 

Cyclical, 
annual

activities

 

 
 

download the tool
from the 17
Goal Campaign

calculate ratios
and check your 
contribution to
the 2030 Agenda

send results
so that we can calculate 
the collective output 
of Polish businesses

show off
your company's performance
in a non-financial report or on
the web

analyze the data
check your strengths and
weaknesses, compare
your company's
performance against the
market's benchmark

plan your activities
to improve your results 
next year!

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
private sector and business associations

TYPE
comprehensive case

Case study: Poland » Mobilising private sector contributions through practice-oriented SDG reporting tools

How to use the tool in 6 steps

Source: Barometr wpływu | Kampania 17 Celów (kampania17celow.pl)
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a list of thirty customised indica-
tors to be included in the Impact Ba-
rometer, for which companies can 
provide complementary (non-offi-
cial) data. To ensure wider accept-
ance and ownership of the priori-
tised goals and indicators, and enable 
standardised reporting amongst com-
panies, Statistics Poland partnered 
with CRS Consulting and organised 
multiple thematic and cross-cutting 
consultations, workshops and expert 
meetings with various stakeholders 
involved in the 2030 Agenda imple-
mentation and review frameworks. 
The purpose of these activities was to 
finalise the set of indicators and oper-
ationalise the Impact Barometer tool. 

Principles and dimensions  
of quality of engagement 

The early involvement of the private 
sector, the expert support provided 
by Statistics Poland and the inclu-
sive and participatory approach-
es used in the public consultations 
on the conceptualisation and utilisa-
tion of the Impact Barometer gener-
ated inputs from a diverse range of 
stakeholder groups. It also ensured 
‘buy-in’ of the outcomes (i.e. the pri-
oritised SDGs and the set of applica-
ble indicators) amongst companies 
and stakeholders, as the latter were 
more actively invested in the discus-

sions leading to the development of 
the reporting framework. The fact 
that the private sector was the driv-
ing force behind the tool, and the 
quick technical leverage with relevant 
government institutions and oth-
er stakeholders, enhanced the trans-
parency and accountability of the 
peer review process during identifica-
tion and prioritisation of the relevant 
goals and indicators. It also under-
lined the importance of shared-re-
sponsibility in decision-making for 
ensuring uptake and sustainability 
of the tool. Mutual trust, knowledge 
sharing and the quality of the rela-
tionships between all involved stake-
holders were identified as important 
factors for ensuring that the meth-
odological approach of the tool is ro-
bust and credible, and facilitating the 
potential integration of the results 
from the businesses’ reporting into 
the national 2030 Agenda follow-up 
and review processes.

Results and impact 

The Impact Barometer was final-
ised in 2019. Due to the COVID-19 
situation it has not yet been possi-
ble to pilot it widely. It is expected 
that at least 30 corporations will re-
port on their contributions towards 
realisation of the SDGs in Poland in 
2021. CRS Consulting, in consulta-

tion with Statistics Poland, will reg-
ularly provide a synthesis results re-
port reflecting key findings from the 
individual reports submitted by com-
panies. The aim is to encourage com-
panies to take actions, also through 
broad partnerships, in those areas 
where the results show that they need 
improvement. Opportunities for in-
tegrating the findings into the prep-
aration of the next Voluntary Na-
tional Review (VNR) are also being 
explored. 

The Impact Barometer tool was pre-
sented at the 2019 UN SDG Sum-
mit as a short film illustrating how 
representatives of stakeholder groups 
got involved in the development of 
the tool at the 2020 UNECE Re-
gional Forum on Sustainable Devel-
opment, the 2020 European SDG 
Summit and the Virtual Networking 
Days of Partners for Review (P4R) 
in 2020. The tool is hosted on the 
17 Goals Campaign interactive web-
page, alongside additional informa-
tion regarding the workshops and 
consultations and thematic publica-
tions. 

Challenges 

One of the challenges is to involve 
as many medium and large compa-
nies as possible in the reporting ini-

Case study: Poland » Mobilising private sector contributions through practice-oriented SDG reporting tools
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tiative. This will support the factual 
basis and fill in any gaps in SDG in-
formation that is currently unavaila-
ble through the official statistics. Bal-
ancing the objective and subjective 
data collected through the tool has 
also been challenging. Consequent-
ly, CRS Consulting and Statistics Po-
land are planning a joint results anal-
ysis exercise to further validate the 
reported information. Statistics Po-
land is also planning to complement 
the Impact Barometer findings with 
some relevant background informa-
tion on the macroeconomic situa-
tion of the whole country. The po-
tential inclusion of a diverse range of 
participating companies in terms of 
size, scope of work and impact on the 
SDGs is also a challenge, hence the 
set of proposed indicators may not 
be applicable to all companies. De-
pending on the interest of the private 
sector, and in view of the increasing 
number of participating companies, 
there are plans to gradually extend 
and redefine the list of indicators, in 
order to allow flexibility and adapta-
tions based on the scope and the are-
as of business activities. There is also 
a need to further develop/ elaborate 
standard definitions for the indica-
tors so that concepts are clearly un-
derstood by different companies con-
sistently. 

Success factors  
and lessons learned 

The Impact Barometer tool was de-
veloped through broad and public 
consultations not only amongst in-
terested companies but also with gov-
ernment institutions, academia and 
civil society representatives. The pro-
ject sometimes required going be-
yond traditional roles and adopt-
ing more flexible approaches, e.g. 
Statistics Poland’s role in the initia-
tive was that of a substantive part-
ner as opposed to its convention-
al role of data provider. The process 
of identifying and prioritising the 
goals and impact indicators was car-
ried out under the leadership of rel-
evant government institutions and 
in collaboration with a wide diver-
sity of stakeholder groups, thus fos-
tering broad-based ownership and 
more robust methodology. The ap-
proach used to define realistic bench-
marks as a starting point for engag-
ing as many companies as possible in 
order to review their impact on the 
SDGs should ensure the sustainabili-
ty of the tool in long-term. 

The government’s endorsement and 
the technical support it provided in 
response to the growing interest by 
the private sector in contextualising 
and adequately measuring their con-
tributions towards SDG implemen-

ta-
tion 
have been 
important 
factors for 
the legiti-
macy of the 
tool. Clear 
communi-
cation and 
an engagement 
strategy on the results of 
the planned next steps to synthesise 
the reporting by individual compa-
nies and elaborate standard defini-
tions for the indicators might in-
crease the likelihood of uptake by a 
larger number of companies and out-
line multiple additional entry points 
through which different stakeholder 
groups can influence and potential-
ly endorse the results. 

Key partners

 | Statistics Poland
 | The 17 Goals Campaign,  
CRS Consulting
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SOUTH AFRICA
Ensuring CSO SDG  
reporting informs official  
review findings

Key considerations

CSO working groups can lead the 
thematic consultations on SDG im-
plementation and preparation of the 
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) 
in order to help raise awareness 
among stakeholders, facilitate con-
sensus on future development pri-
orities, identify capacity gaps and 
scale-up the institutionalisation of 

multi-stakeholder processes and plat-
forms for engagement. 

Since 2006, the African Monitor has 
been monitoring the impact of devel-
opment policies at a grassroots lev-
el in South Africa. This has included 
bringing together local non-state ac-
tors, ensuring the objectivity of na-
tional development review process-
es, promoting dialogue with relevant 

government authorities and collect-
ing supplementary data and citizens’ 
perceptions, in order to enable more 
rigorous analysis of progress on de-
velopment commitments. The Afri-
can Monitor coordinated the CSO 
SDG Working Group, providing in-
puts and feedback and leading the-
matic consultations with non-state 
actors and partners for the develop-
ment of South Africa’s 2019 VNR. 

Ph
ot

o:
 ©

 A
fr
ic

an
 m

on
it
or



109

Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review PART 2

To ensure inclusive reporting and a 
holistic approach to assessing sus-
tainable development, African Mon-
itor, as well as being involved in the 
VNR, also supported the CSO SDG 
Working Group in preparing the 
2019 Citizens’ Report of South Afri-
ca. The group’s work involved meas-
uring progress on the implementa-
tion of six priority SDGs under the 
theme ‘Empowering people and en-
suring inclusiveness and equality’. 

This parallel exercise fostered part-
nerships and cross-sectoral learn-
ing among diverse stakeholder 
groups. Different task teams com-
prising CSO experts on the respec-
tive topic were responsible for scor-
ing (using the Toolkit for a People’s 
Scorecard on national delivery of the 
2030 Agenda), assessment and re-
porting on the selected SDGs. The 
findings of the Citizens’ Report com-
plemented the VNR process, and the 

report itself was validated by the 
government (multiple government 
agencies and officials participated in 
a three-day validation workshop). 
This reaffirmed the legitimacy of 
the exercise and the relevance of its 
outcomes for official SDG mon-
itoring. Representatives of CSOs 
were included in South Africa’s dele-
gation to the High-level Political Fo-
rum (HLPF) and its VNR presenta-
tion there. 

STAKEHOLDER GROUP
civil society organisations

TYPE
thematic case

THEME 
CSO monitoring exercises on the SDGs can 
be an important means to link systemic 
problems with an integrated effort to 
develop specific solutions and operationalise 
the long-term engagement of stakeholders.

Case study: South Africa » Ensuring CSO SDG reporting informs official review findings  
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The independent CSO assessment of 
priority SDGs and its alignment with 
the VNR process, supported by the 
coordination function of the African 
Monitor, were important factors in 
enabling greater scope for direct in-
fluence on policy formulation. Regu-
lar communication designed to keep 
relevant authorities informed on the 
progress of the CSO SDG review and 
its preliminary findings added to the 
validity of the report and its eventual 
endorsement by the government. Al-
though on an ad hoc basis, the gov-
ernment did promote active partic-
ipation during VNR preparation 
by assigning specific roles and re-
sponsibilities to the CSOs involved. 
These included for instance leading 
and coordinating specific themat-
ic consultations, and complementing 
the quality of the report with addi-
tional information and review find-
ings. The VNR process and the inde-

pendent CSO assessment initiated a 
dialogue between key government 
actors and stakeholders on how to 

i. address the lack of progress on 
particular development priorities, 

ii. explore opportunities for collect-
ing, analysing and using non-offi-
cial data and information for SDG 
monitoring purposes, and 

iii. further strengthen the account-
ability mechanisms by building 
a government-led multi-stake-
holder platform mobilising dif-
ferent groups and actors. 

It should also be noted that govern-
ment officials have indicated their in-
terest in a joint roadmap for the next 
VNR process to ensure increased civ-
il society participation. 
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One of the main challenges for insti-
tutionalising a broad-based engage-
ment of non-state actors in the SDG 
review mechanisms is the lack of ex-
plicit government self-initiative 
to activate participation by vari-
ous stakeholders. The government 
engages with CSOs and other non-
state actors in response to demands 
or requests received. It does not as-
sume leadership proactively, and 
promote deep interactions among 
different stakeholders in order to lev-
erage expertise and facilitate a shared 
working culture in partnerships. 

The structural issues of lack of da-
ta and capacities are further aggravat-
ed by the limited resources availa-
ble to/provided by the government 
to CSOs, which poses constraints in 
terms of the diversity and inclusive-
ness of the non-state actors involved 
in the SDG review frameworks. The 
absence of a long-term multi-stake-
holder mechanism makes the CSO 
planning processes on how to mean-
ingfully engage less predictable. It al-
so affects the overall effectiveness and 
outcomes of the engagement. 

Key partners

 | African Monitor

Links

 | Toolkit for a People’s  
Scorecard on national 
delivery of the 2030 Agenda
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