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

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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