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

 | 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 
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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-vali-
date content, with a focus on actual 
achievement of the SDGs. The deci-
sion of the Malaysian authorities to 
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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
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