
64

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

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 
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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
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