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Follow-up and review arrangements will play a criti-
cal role in ensuring that the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) are effectively implemented, much of
which will need to happen at the national level. This
article examines the nature of commitments that coun-
tries have made and if follow-up and review arrange-
ments currently planned are consistent with those. In
particular, we consider the need to encompass both the
global SDG targets and the nationally defined targets
foreseen. We also discuss the balance between follow-
ing up and reviewing outcomes vis-�a-vis behaviour to
achieve those outcomes. Following a review of current
plans for follow-up and review, we further draw les-
sons from principal–agent theory and from the two
predecessors of the SDGs, Agenda 21 and the Millen-
nium Development Goals. We conclude that increased
attention and visibility of nationally defined and inter-
nalized targets is likely to enhance implementation
effectiveness, and that they should therefore be accom-
modated in the follow-up and review systems.

INTRODUCTION

With the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of
Agenda 2030, adopted by the United Nations General
Assembly (UNGA) in September 2015,1 now firmly in
place, attention has shifted to their implementation.
Where some actors see a task of implementing a set of
unrealistic and sprawling goals with no clear definition
of sustainability guiding them, others see a uniquely
comprehensive set of universal, integrative and
ambitious aspirations that offer a shared agenda for
transformation. Considering the multiple pathways that
implementation could take at the national level, the sys-
tem for follow-up and review at the global, regional and
national level will arguably have a significant effect on
which pathway is chosen. This article discusses the
follow-up and review arrangements currently agreed
and proposed, and looks for lessons from theory and
practice with a view to identifying what various

arrangements might imply for implementation effec-
tiveness and the ultimate achievement of the SDGs.

Arrangements for domestic implementation of the
SDGs in Member States were addressed but not elabo-
rated in detail in the negotiation phase. This can be
explained by the principles of national sovereignty and
subsidiarity, but possibly also by the fact that Agenda
2030 is so broad and all-encompassing that it is difficult
to define discrete implementation processes and
responsibilities. However, while calls have been made
for implementation efforts by various global institu-
tions and non-State actors, it has been clearly agreed
that governments at the national level have a key
responsibility, as well as the mandate to act. The UNGA
Resolution on Agenda 2030 states:

Cohesive nationally owned sustainable development strat-
egies, supported by integrated national financing frame-
works, will be at the heart of our efforts. We reiterate that
each country has primary responsibility for its own eco-
nomic and social development and that the role of national
policies and development strategies cannot be overempha-
sized.2

Whereas guidance on national implementation
arrangements is therefore sparse, the design of the
follow-up and review system has been more elaborated.
The Resolution text states key principles and identifies
overarching institutions and processes.3 This was fol-
lowed up by a Secretary-General report4 in January
2016, proposing more specific design and reporting
guidelines, ahead of the first global-level review oppor-
tunity: the High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) in July
2016, under the auspices of the United Nations
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). While these
documents elaborate on how follow-up and review are
to take place, there is less elaboration of what needs to
be followed up and reviewed, why and with what effect.
They leave some important gaps: what does follow-up
and review mean, respectively, and what is their
purpose? These two terms are not explicitly defined.
Further, what is to be followed up and reviewed: the
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global goals and targets or nationally defined ones?
Outcome indicators for progress on the targets, or the
actions taken to achieve them? While all these are men-
tioned, the balance between them, and the differential
resource allocation implied, has yet to be determined.

The aim of this article is to shed light on these gaps and
discuss ways forward, building on the assumption that
arrangements for follow-up and review will be critical
for facilitating accountability and stimulating effective
implementation and achievement. Lacking formal
definitions in the relevant United Nations (UN) docu-
ments, we here define follow-up as monitoring and
reporting of progress on goals and targets and review
as evaluation of efforts to achieve goals and targets and
whether the goals and targets are appropriate in the
first place.5 As an analytical framework, we identify
three aspects of SDG implementation: (i) understand-
ing the type of commitments countries are making with
the SDGs; (ii) how they are supposed to implement
their commitments; and (iii) how follow-up and review
can be designed to facilitate the previous steps.

In this article, we first discuss the nature of commit-
ments countries are making with the SDGs. Second, we
describe the current plans for follow-up and review and
assess consistency with the nature of commitments
made. Third, we seek to identify lessons for effective
follow-up and review by drawing on principal–agent
theory. This is followed by a review of practical experi-
ences, namely, the two predecessor initiatives to the
SDGs: Agenda 21 and the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs). In our concluding remarks we syn-
thesize the findings and suggest some reasons why an
‘internalization’ approach should be given higher prior-
ity and how it can be promoted.

THE NATURE OF COMMITMENTS
TO BE IMPLEMENTED

Starting with addressing the ‘what’ and ‘why’ questions
above, two observations can be made regarding the

nature and substance of the commitments made with
the SDGs. First, situating the SDGs in international law,
they can be seen as a set of norms at the softest end of
the ‘hard-to-soft’ continuum.6 The degree of legaliza-
tion – as defined by the level of obligation, precision and
delegation, respectively7 – is low. First, there are no
hard obligations to achieve the SDGs, in the sense of
rules and commitments binding under international or
domestic law. Further, the precision of the 17 goals and
many of the 169 targets is low, in that they do not unam-
biguously define a certain conduct, but rather specify
vague and aspirational outcome targets (e.g., ‘[b]y
2030, achieve the sustainable management and effi-
cient use of natural resources’8). Some targets can be
regarded as relatively precise, however (e.g., ‘[b]y 2030,
reduce by one third premature mortality from non-
communicable diseases through prevention and
treatment . . .’9). Finally, there is little evidence of
delegation, in the sense of delegated ‘authority to
designated third parties – including courts, arbitrators,
and administrative organizations – to implement
agreements’.10

Typically, a benefit of ‘soft’ international norms is that
they can induce wider participation by parties, by offer-
ing lower contracting costs and facilitating compro-
mise.11 It has been suggested in international relations
theory that increased participation may lead to a reduc-
tion of ‘depth’, in that substantive commitments become
less deep or ambitious with the addition of more partici-
pants with heterogeneous preferences.12 With the SDGs,
however, there is full participation (193 UN Member
States) while also some ‘deep’ commitments, specifying
targets for typically domestic and high-politics issues
(e.g., income distribution – ‘[b]y 2030, progressively
achieve and sustain income growth of the bottom 40 per
cent of the population at a rate higher than the national
average’13). Arguably, it is exactly the ‘softness’ and the
low level of obligation associated with the SDGs that
facilitates the simultaneous breadth of participation and
depth of commitments.

With a low level of obligation and a lack of specific
enforcement and compliance mechanisms, arrange-
ments for follow-up and review arguably become particu-
larly critical for maintaining the credibility of the goals5 The terms follow-up and review are not defined in the Resolution

text. For reference, the UN Office of Internal Oversight Services

(OIOS) has defined ‘monitoring’ as ‘. . . involving regular tracking and

reporting on facts, usually in a quantitative manner, with respect to

both operational activity and socioeconomic phenomena, as they cor-

relate with progress against policy, programme or project objectives’.

Their definition of ‘evaluation’ is ‘a time-bound exercise with the objec-

tive of systematic determination of the relevance, efficiency, effective-

ness and impact of policies, programmes or projects, thus serving the

twin purposes of lesson-learning for programme improvement, as well

as providing for accountability. It seeks to identify root causes by

answering three questions: Are we doing the right things? Are we

doing them right? Are we doing them on a sufficient scale to make a

difference?’ Thematic Evaluation of Monitoring and Evaluation of the

Millennium Development Goals: Lessons Learned for the Post-2015

Era. Report of the Office of Internal Oversight Services (UN Doc.

E/AC.51/2015/3, 18 March 2015), at paragraphs 9 and 10.

6 S.I. Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen and A. Vihma, ‘Comparing the Legitimacy

and Effectiveness of Global Hard and Soft Law: An Analytical Frame-

work’, 3:4 Regulation and Governance (2009), 400.
7 K.W. Abbott et al., ‘The Concept of Legalization’, 54:3 International

Organization (2000), 401.
8 See 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at target 12.2.
9 Ibid., at target 3.4.
10 See K.W. Abbott et al., n. 7 above, at 415.
11 K.W. Abbott and D. Snidal, ‘Hard and Soft Law in International

Governance’, 54:3 International Organization (2003), 421.
12 For a review and test of this proposition, see T. Bernauer et al.,

‘Is There a “Depth versus Participation” Dilemma in International

Cooperation?’, 8:4 The Review of International Organizations (2013),

477.
13 See 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at target 10.1.

ª 2016 The Authors Review of European Comparative & International Environmental Law Published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd

60

�ASA PERSSON ET AL. RECIEL 25 (1) 2016



and commitments. The Resolution text itself identifies
the following objectives of follow-up and review:

to (i) maximize and (ii) track progress in implementing this
Agenda . . . (iii) promote accountability to our citizens, (iv)
support effective international cooperation in achieving this
Agenda and (v) foster exchanges of best practices and
mutual learning . . . (vi) mobilize support to overcome shared
challenges and (vii) identify new and emerging issues.14

It is unclear how exactly follow-up and review would
‘maximize progress’. One way could be through the
implicit provision of performance incentives for achiev-
ing the goals and targets, by subjecting the results to
(potentially indirectly related) material and immaterial
rewards and consequences.15 The theory of change then
is that follow-up and review would not merely be ex
post activities, but their existence would in themselves
stimulate and guide national-level actions to achieve
the goals.16 The underlying motivation could plausibly
be to demonstrate adherence to moral imperatives or
avoidance of reputational damage.17 Material reward
systems have also been suggested, such as access to per-
formance-based funds.18 This builds on the idea that
‘what gets measured gets managed’.

Strong calls were made for accountable and robust
review during the SDG negotiation phase, considering
that shared responsibility can become diluted respon-
sibility.19 High hopes have been expressed that the
broad involvement of stakeholders during the negotia-
tion phase will continue during follow-up and review,
and will strengthen accountability. The Secretary-Gen-
eral’s 2014 Synthesis Report, released shortly before
the negotiations on the SDGs started in early 2015, sta-
ted in connection to monitoring and reporting that to
succeed, the new agenda must become ‘part of the con-
tract between people . . . and their governments’.20

In addition, at a cognitive level, follow-up and review
mechanisms could help countries understand the
implications of specific goals, for example, through
specific and more technical indicators. They can
also help internalize norms through establishing
and reproducing a discourse around sustainable
development.

The second observation on the nature of commit-
ments and, accordingly, what is to be followed up
and reviewed relates to the future coexistence of glo-
bal and national sets of targets. The Resolution
adopting the 169 targets states that ‘[they] are
defined as aspirational and global, with each Govern-
ment setting its own national targets guided by the
global level of ambition but taking into account
national circumstances’.21 It can thus be expected
that at least some countries will in the near future
develop their own targets. This is in line with the
strong emphasis on the principle of national owner-
ship. The question is then which level of targets, or
types of commitments, will be considered more
important. Will countries choose to internalize the
SDG agenda by adapting their commitment to
national circumstances by setting national targets? Or
will they choose to align with the global set of tar-
gets, and thus have more uniform commitments? Can
the UN follow-up and review system de facto accom-
modate for both?

CURRENT PLANS FOR SDG
FOLLOW-UP AND REVIEW

The Resolution and the ensuing Secretary-General
report state that review should take place at all levels –
national, regional and global – and that these processes
and findings should build on each other.22 Non-State
actors are also encouraged to review their own commit-
ments under Agenda 2030, as well as get involved in
the global review in various ways. Viewing the SDGs as
a set of international norms that participating countries
have committed to implement, we focus below on
arrangements at the international level for reviewing
national performance and highlight the key mecha-
nisms and initiatives.

For follow-up, a set of global-level indicators to moni-
tor progress towards the SDG targets is being developed
by an Inter-agency and Expert Group on SDGs (IAEG-
SDGs). Based on broad consultations, the Group’s
proposal will be considered by the UN Statistical Com-
mission in March 2016. Their preliminary proposals so
far have been comprehensive (1–2 indicators for each of
the 169 targets), suggesting significant resource and
capacity needs for country-level data collection and
provision.23 Non-State actors have also proposed

14 See 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at paragraphs 72 and 73 (including

authors’ numbering).
15 See, e.g., S.I. Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen and A. Vihma, n. 6 above; S.

Kindornay and S. Twigg, Establishing a Workable Follow-up and

Review Process for the Sustainable Development Goals (Overseas

Development Institute, 2015).
16 A. Knoll, S. Grosse-Puppendahl and J. Mackie, ‘Universality and

Differentiation in the Post-2015 Development Agenda’ (European

Centre of Development Policy Management, 2015), at 29.
17 See S.I. Karlsson-Vinkhuyzen and A. Vihma, n. 6 above, at 403.
18 See S. Kindornay and S. Twigg, n. 15 above, at 23.
19 Ibid.
20 The Road to Dignity by 2030: Ending Poverty, Transforming All

Lives and Protecting the Planet. Synthesis Report of the Secretary-

General on the Post-2015 Sustainable Development Agenda (UN

Doc. A/69/700, 31 December 2014), at paragraph 145.

21 See 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at paragraph 55.
22 Ibid., at paragraph 73; Follow-up and Review Report, n. 4 above.
23 UN Statistical Commission, List of Indicator Proposals of 11

August 2015 (11 August 2015), found at: <http://unstats.un.org/
sdgs/files/List%20of%20Indicator%20Proposals%2011-8-2015.pdf>
and ‘Results of the List of Indicators Reviewed at the Second IAEG-

SDG Meeting’, found at: <http://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/meetings/

iaeg-sdgs-meeting-02/Outcomes/Agenda%20Item%204%20-%20

Review%20of%20proposed%20indicators%20-%202%20Nov%20

2015.pdf>.
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comprehensive global indicator sets (e.g., the Sustain-
able Development Solutions Network’s set of 100 global
indicators24). Data on the indicators are to be produced
by national statistical systems and they are to be
reported on by countries,25 but developing countries
will be supported in strengthening the capacity of
national statistical offices and data systems.26 In addi-
tion to the global indicators, countries can choose
to report on complementary national and regional
indicators.

An annual progress report on the SDGs, prepared by
the Secretary-General and based on the global indica-
tors, national statistical systems and regional-level
information, will inform the work of the HLPF (see
below). The Global Sustainable Development Report,
prepared by the UN system for the HLPF, will also
contribute, annually and with a more detailed report
every four years, with a focus on the science–policy
interface and by building on existing assessments.27

Outcomes on finance for development and means of
implementation will have dedicated follow-up and
review under the Addis Ababa Action Agenda,28 and
will feed into the Agenda 2030 follow-up and review
process.

Our working definition of review involves evaluative
judgements on whether progress on goals and targets is
satisfactory. The HLPF,29 a body established in 2013 as
a successor of the Commission on Sustainable Develop-
ment (CSD), is the forum for carrying out Voluntary
National Reviews, under the auspices of ECOSOC and
every fourth year under the auspices of the UNGA.
These reviews will be ‘voluntary but should encourage
reporting and include developed and developing coun-
tries as well as relevant UN entities, civil society and
private sector’.30 They should further be State-led,
involve high-level participants and provide platforms
for partnerships. A voluntary common reporting guide-
line has been proposed by the Secretary-General.31 The
regional level is seen as offering opportunities for ‘peer
learning, including through voluntary reviews, sharing
of best practices and discussion of shared targets’.32 To
reflect the integrated nature of the goals and the inter-
linkages between them, and to reveal bottlenecks, the-

matic reviews of progress will also take place at the
HLPF. A programme of annual themes has been pro-
posed by the Secretary-General.33 The HLPF is to share
experiences and provide political leadership, guidance
and recommendations for follow-up, and will focus on
the assessment of progress, achievements and chal-
lenges, as well as emerging issues.

Assessing consistency of the follow-up and review
plans with the nature of commitments, we argue that
there are some ambiguities that will need to be
resolved. First, the plans do appear consistent with
the voluntary nature of the commitments (see above).
Looking at the proposal for how to run the HLPF and
Voluntary National Reviews in practice, it appears
these reviews will to a large extent consist of reporting
through self-reviews, with an option to refer to guid-
ance received from the HLPF at previous review
occasions, but without strong elements of peer or
independent review.

Second, it is unclear whether the Voluntary National
Reviews should reflect the globally adopted goals and
targets or nationally defined ones (or, if both, what the
balance should be).34 The stated objective of the
Secretary-General’s proposal, much of which deals with
intra-UN coordination needs, is to orchestrate a system
that connects the global follow-up and review with ‘the
realities of people’s lives’ and ‘effective reviews at the
national and regional levels’.35 Furthermore, ‘[t]he suc-
cess of the review system will ultimately be determined
by its ability to help translate the Agenda into a
nationally-owned vision and objectives, leading to
transformative action’.36 Still, it offers little guidance on
exactly how this is to be achieved. The proposed tem-
plate for the Voluntary National Reviews refers to the
global indicators to be agreed. Thus far, considerable
administrative resources have been and will need to be
invested in indicator development. It thus remains to
be seen how the review system can accommodate a
more internalized, as opposed to a more aligned coun-
try approach to the SDGs.

Finally, we note that the Voluntary National Reviews
template proposes one heading on ‘Goals and Targets’,
while several others relate to the institutionalization of
the SDG agenda (creating ownership, incorporation of
the SDGs in national frameworks and institutional
mechanisms). While this may enable shared learning in
the early phase, it can be expected that the focus will
need to gradually shift from institutional aspects and
more toward efforts to achieve the SDG commitments,

24 Sustainable Development Solutions Network, ‘Indicators and a

Monitoring Framework for the Sustainable Development Goals

Launching a Data Revolution for the SDGs’ (12 June 2015).
25 See 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at paragraph 83.
26 Ibid., at paragraph 76.
27 The first full issue was published in 2015: UN, Global Sustainable

Development Report 2015: Advance Unedited Version (2015).
28 Addis Ababa Action Agenda of the Third International Conference

on Financing for Development (Addis Ababa Action Agenda) (UNGA

Resolution A/RES/69/313, 27 July 2015).
29 Format and Organizational Aspects of the High-Level Political

Forum on Sustainable Development (UNGA Resolution A/RES/67/

290, 9 July 2013).
30 See 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at paragraph 84.
31 See Follow-up and Review Report, n. 4 above, at 25.
32 See 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at paragraph 80.

33 See Follow-up and Review Report, n. 4 above, at paragraph 99.
34 The Secretary-General template proposes that the Voluntary

National Reviews may provide ‘brief information on progress and the

status of all SDGs’ and ‘may also provide a more in-depth analysis on

a few selected Goals and targets’. Ibid., Annex, at paragraph 5(d).
35 Ibid., at paragraph 6.
36 Ibid., at paragraph 74.
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if action beyond initial institutionalization is to be
incentivized.

LESSONS FROM THEORY

Another aspect that will need to be considered as
follow-up and review of national progress starts is
whether to review mainly ‘progress and the status’ of
the SDGs or mainly ‘actions taken’ to address gaps and
challenges.37 Here we derive lessons from principal–
agent theory about how the type of information that is
requested by the follow-up and review system can
incentivize countries to make an effort towards their
commitment and to their best ability.

Principal–agent theory assumes that a contract (formal
or informal) is needed to govern the relationship
between a principal (who delegates a task) and an agent
(who performs it), as agents will otherwise act in a way
that maximizes their self-interest and may exploit the
information asymmetry to their benefit.38

There are two main types of agency problems that con-
tracts seek to overcome: the lack of effort by the agent
(moral hazard) and a misrepresentation of ability (e.g.,
skills and capacity) by the agent (adverse selection).
There are two general strategies to overcome agency
problems: to invest in information systems such as
reporting procedures that reveal the agent’s behaviour
(behaviour-based contract) or to align the agent’s pref-
erences of action with those of the principal by con-
tracting the outcomes of the agent’s behaviour
(outcome-based contract). In SDG terms, the latter can
be seen as countries adopting the global-level targets
without national redefinition and reporting on those
(e.g., using global indicators), and the former as invest-
ment in a comprehensive follow-up and review system
geared particularly to address behaviour.

While it is difficult to strictly apply this theory to the
SDG context and relationship between the UN and a
Member State, it is informative to consider factors that
make either type of contractmore efficient.39 First, in sit-
uations where outcome uncertainty is high, outcome-
based contracts are expensive and less attractive. Sec-
ond, the more risk-averse the agent (e.g., a country that
currently lacks policy in many SDG areas and performs
poorly), the more expensive it will be to take risk on out-
comes, and behaviour-based contracts would be prefer-
able. Third, the level of goal conflict between principal
and agent goals matters; where basic goals are generally
aligned there is little reason to control agents’ behaviour
and risk-sharing issues are not as prominent. In such
situations, outcome-based contracts are more attractive.

Fourth, the extent to which the delegated task and the
expected behaviour to execute it can be specified in
advance also makes a difference. The more specific the
task, the more attractive are behaviour-oriented con-
tracts. Finally, the more difficult the outcome is to mea-
sure, the more attractive are behaviour-based contracts.

Applying these insights to the SDG context, some obser-
vations can be made regarding the risks and benefits of
either approach. First, the outcome uncertainty is argu-
ably high for the SDG targets given the complex issues
they address, their high level of ambition and the fact
that many have multiple drivers (pointing to a prefer-
ence for behaviour-based contracts). For example, tar-
get 5.1 on ending discrimination of women will depend
on a wide range of factors (legal, political, cultural, reli-
gious) and has not been achieved even in the most
gender-equal countries.40 Second, risk-aversion might
differ between countries, in part due to their different
levels of development and perceived opportunity costs
of taking action, as well as for political reasons (pref-
erence varies). For example, a high-income country
with an energy-efficient economy might be willing to
take more risk with committing to the target to
achieve higher share of renewable energy41 than an
emerging economy, due to perceived lower opportu-
nity costs (‘cheap’, fossil-based development not fore-
gone). But risk perception likely varies significantly
across the highly diverse set of 169 targets and coun-
try profiles.

Third, the level of goal conflict should in theory be fairly
low considering the goals and targets have been negoti-
ated and agreed (pointing to a preference for outcome-
based contracts). However, all Member States more or
less got their priority targets into the final set, suggesting
that we are not dealing with a set of consensus-based,
‘lowest-common-denominator’ targets. In practice,
instances of goal conflicts can therefore be expected,
including when they arise from the need to prioritize
government resources among a plethora of goals and
targets (behaviour-based contract preferred).42

Fourth, the tasks associated with achieving the SDGs
and targets are not well specified in many cases, but a
wide variety of pathways are possible to achieve
the desired outcomes (pointing to a preference for
outcome-based contracts). Finally, measurability is
known to be difficult for many of the targets (pointing
to a preference for behaviour-based contracts). Several
targets are a composite of desired attributes (e.g., ‘[a]
chieve . . . access to safe, effective, quality and affordable

37 Ibid., Annex, at paragraph 5(d).
38 K.M. Eisenhardt, ‘Agency Theory: An Assessment and Review’,

14:1 Academy of Management Review (1989), 57.
39 Ibid.

40 ‘End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls every-

where’; 2030 Agenda, n. 1 above, at target 5.1.
41 ‘By 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable energy in

the global energy mix’; ibid., at target 7.2.
42 For a discussion of possible conflicts within the SDGs, see R.E.

Kim, ‘The Nexus between International Law and the Sustainable

Development Goals’, 25:1 Review of European, Comparative and

International Environmental Law (2016), 15.
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essential medicines and vaccines for all’43 ), and several
of these are challenging to measure in quantifiable,
easily accessible, inexpensive and exhaustive ways.

The lesson to draw from this is that there are a number
of reasons to pay greater attention to the behaviour of
Member States in order to avoid agency problems that
could stall effective implementation of the SDGs: this
includes the general outcome uncertainty and measur-
ability problems, but also because goal conflicts will
likely occur both at global and national level, and
because some Member States will not be willing to take
on the risk that is transferred to them if they commit to
ambitious and uncertain outcomes.

We argue that a strictly global outcome-based follow-up
and review system (i.e., progress on global targets) does
not provide incentives for internalization, in the sense
of the Resolution’s call for a definition of national tar-
gets. It is difficult to see how the emerging and arguably
outcome-based system focusing on global indicators
can effectively support the UN’s hopes for internaliza-
tion. Would a behaviour-based system better serve the
purpose of monitoring internalized targets? Given the
lack of task specificity in the SDG context, we propose a
stronger focus on behaviour and effort in this case
should not be conceived as detailed instructions for
how to act (specified tasks), but rather as rules for
Member States to report that they act and what those
actions are. This stems from the voluntary and ‘soft
norm’ character of the SDGs, as well as the emphasis on
national ownership and respect for ‘national policy
space’.44

Overall, though, we argue that it is not a question of
either outcome- or behaviour-based follow-up and
review system, since outcomes on internalized national
targets could be reviewed and behaviour could be
reviewed in relation to globally aligned targets. There
are certainly risks with behaviour-based follow-up and
review, such as reporting on actions taken that are irrel-
evant or planned but not implemented. However, a
compelling reason for greater emphasis on behaviour in
the follow-up and review system is the historical tend-
ency to make sustainable development commitments
but not matching them with clear, specific action. To
conclude, the follow-up and review system of the SDGs
needs to factor in both the level of goal achievement
and the efforts that countries make, to fairly represent
how countries perform and contribute to the SDGs
globally. Balancing the current outcome-based focus
with attention to behaviour would help to avoid agency
problems and would also allow for learning about which
actions under what circumstances lead to desirable out-
comes.

LESSONS FROM PRACTICE

In addition to lessons from theory, we can also draw les-
sons from follow-up and review experiences in practice.
Lessons could be learned from various legally binding
initiatives relating to aspects of sustainable develop-
ment45 as well as from other voluntary initiatives under
the UN. Here, we review lessons from two of the
predecessors of the SDGs: Agenda 21 and the MDGs.
For each of these initiatives, we look at the nature of
commitments, overall implementation effectiveness,
and follow-up and review arrangements. We review the
extent to which goal internalization or alignment has
been facilitated by the follow-up and review system,
and how it has balanced outcome- vs. behaviour-based
reporting. It should be emphasized here that the UN
has never played as strong a role in monitoring eco-
nomic and social policies as it has in security and
human rights.46 As mentioned, many SDGs address
issues beyond the UN’s traditional domain.

AGENDA 21

Agenda 21 was adopted by the UNGA in 1992 as a com-
prehensive programme of action for pursuing sustain-
able development at the international, national and
local levels, as laid out in the Rio Declaration on Envi-
ronment and Development.47 The text of Agenda 21 is
350 pages long, with often 10 or more objectives (some-
times complemented with quantified goals) listed under
each of the 39 programme areas. While the MDGs are
often seen as the predecessors of the SDGs, it is clear
that the SDGs have strong intellectual roots in Agenda
21 also when looking at the nature of objectives.

As for implementation, some level of international coor-
dination was provided for implementing Agenda 21 but
it relied to a great extent on Member States to ensure
delivery. As a collection of ‘soft norms’, Agenda 21 relied
on voluntary reporting on implementation progress by
Member States. The CSD was set up to oversee progress
and synthesize country reporting.

Recognizing that countries would need to develop their
own priorities from Agenda 21, given their prevailing
conditions, needs and national policies, Chapter 8
called on countries to adopt national sustainable devel-
opment strategies (NSDSs) to implement the global
agenda and Chapter 40 called for the development of
sustainable development indicators.48 The NSDSs were

43 Ibid., at target 3.8.
44 Ibid., at paragraph 21.

45 See examples in H. van Asselt, P. Pauw and H. Sælen, Assess-

ment and Review under a 2015 Climate Change Agreement (Nordic

Council of Ministers, 2015).
46 T.G. Weiss et al., The United Nations and Changing World Politics,

7th edn (Westview Press, 2014).
47 Agenda 21, found in: Report of the UN Conference on Environment

and Development (UN Doc. A/CONF.151/26, 14 June 1992).
48 Ibid., at Chapters 8.7 and 40.6.
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to build on existing economic, social and environmental
policies and plans at the national level and to be devel-
oped through widest possible participation, based on a
thorough assessment of the current situation and initia-
tives. This reflects an internalization approach.

This call for NSDSs had to be repeated, though. In the
review of Agenda 21 in 1997 (Rio+5) the importance of
the NSDSs in linking various objectives was reaffirmed
and a goal was set to have all countries formulate and
elaborate NSDSs by 2002.49 The Millennium Declara-
tion of 2000 (see below) also reaffirmed the commit-
ment to Agenda 21 in connection to MDG 7 on
environmental sustainability. At the World Summit on
Sustainable Development (WSSD) in 2002, however,
only 85 countries had developed NSDSs, and they var-
ied in scope and quality.50 At the WSSD, the NSDSs
were more explicitly defined and described as a process
which, in contrast to just putting a plan on paper,

encompasses situation analysis, formulation of policies and
action plans, implementation, monitoring and regular
review. It is a cyclical and interactive process of planning,
participation and action in which the emphasis is on manag-
ing progress towards sustainability goals rather than pro-
ducing a ‘plan’ as an end product.51

Again, this can be seen as a mandate to internalize the
Agenda rather than just to report on it from the national
level. The Johannesburg Plan of Implementation
(JPOI) recommitted governments to formulate NSDSs
and to begin implementation by 2005. A 2005 review
by UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs
(DESA) showed that most countries had still not imple-
mented an NSDS. By 2009, 106 NSDSs had been imple-
mented and 13 more were being developed.52

There was also an element of alignment, however, with
the CSD developing a set of standard national-level
indicators, in response to Agenda 21 Chapter 40.7.
While their definition and methodology was developed
by the UN Division for Sustainable Development and
the UN Statistics Division, Member States were to pro-
vide data and report them, with the intention that the
CSD should then use them for globally aggregated pro-
gress reporting. Based on the 1996 set of 134 indicators,
two revisions were made (in 2001 and 2007) and the

indicators were reduced to 96 with a core set of 50.53

Also here, the response from Member States was
low, with only 22 countries volunteering to pilot the
indicators.

Regarding overall implementation effectiveness of
Agenda 21, a UN review concluded that it had been
comprehensive but not systemic.54 Developed countries
in particular did not change their consumption pat-
terns, and funding and transfers of technology were not
delivered as promised. The coherence with the emerg-
ing MDGs was low and supporting funding streams
were increasingly directed to climate change, which also
explains patchy performance. At the national level,
independent reviews have concluded that NSDSs
remained marginal to the core activities of government
and to the real exercise of political and administrative
power.55 Still, a number of national institutions for sus-
tainable development were put in place and the local
Agenda 21 appears to have left a more lasting impact.

What lessons can be learnt regarding design of follow-
up and review? Agenda 21 was a comprehensive set of
norms, so it was unclear what issues to follow-up and
review exactly. In principal–agent theory terms, the pre-
ferred outcomes were neither clearly delimited nor par-
ticularly measurable. Thus, the national commitments
were unclear and the guidelines on reporting on com-
mitments were seen as ‘very loose’.56 Second, the
follow-up and review system itself was not clear, with
no clear and distinct roles for national reports, NSDSs,
indicators, country profiles and other inputs.

As a consequence, there was limited interest among
Member States to contribute to follow-up and review at
the global level. Our review of national reporting ma-
terial on the UN Sustainable Development Knowledge
Platform suggests that less than a fourth of all Member
States are represented in this material, and inputs date
from 2003 to 2009 only.57 The indicator-based report-
ing was seen as burdensome, with too many indicators.
Member States also claimed problems with a lack of
data, capacity and methodological guidance. This led to
the CSD secretariat stepping in and compiling their own
draft set of 140 country profiles ahead of WSSD, verified
by the respective countries. These profiles were later
recycled in the preparation of the 2004–2005 cycle of

49 Programme of Action for the Further Implementation of Agenda 21

(UNGA Resolution A/RES/S-19/2, 28 June 1997), at paragraph 24.
50 Implementing Agenda 21, Report of the Secretary-General (UN

Doc. E/CN.17/2002/PC.2/. . . Advance Unedited Text, 2002), found at:

<http://iefworld.org/wssd_sg.htm>.
51 Johannesburg Plan of Implementation (UN Doc. A/CONF.199/20, 4

September 2002), at Chapter XI, paragraph 162(b).
52 Lessons Learned from the Commission on Sustainable Develop-

ment. Report of the Secretary-General (UN Doc. A/67/757, 26 Febru-

ary 2013) (‘CSD Report’); ‘National Reports by Topic: National

Sustainable Development Strategies (NSDS)’, found at: <https://sus-
tainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/nationalsustainabledevelop-

mentstrategies> (‘NSDSs’).

53 UN Department for Economic and Social Affairs (DESA), Indicators

of Sustainable Development: Guidelines and Methodologies, 3rd edn

(October 2007).
54 UN DESA, ‘Review of Implementation of Agenda 21 and the Rio

Principles Synthesis’ (January 2012).
55 R. Steurer, ‘Strategies for Sustainable Development’, in: A. Jordan

and A. Lenschow (eds.), Innovation in Environmental Policy? Integrat-

ing the Environment for Sustainability (Edward Elgar, 2008), 93; D.L.

Swanson et al., National Sustainable Development Strategies: Chal-

lenges, Approaches and Innovations in Strategic and Co-ordinated

Action (International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2004).
56 See CSD Report, n. 52 above, at 10.
57 See NSDSs, n. 52 above.
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the CSD, which highlights another key issue for follow-
up and review: for some sustainable development tar-
gets and indicators change does not occur fast, so fre-
quent follow-up and review is neither meaningful nor
cost-effective. Finally, the lack of comparable national
reporting and indicator results that could be aggregated
meant that global progress reports on Agenda 21 could
not be compiled. The CSD instead compiled status
reviews in 1997 and 2001 and a suite of thematic
reviews according to the chapter structure of Agenda 21.

However, this lack of comparable national reports and
synthesized global results is – in an unintended way
perhaps – consistent with the emphasis on internaliza-
tion conveyed in Agenda 21. It allowed for flexibility for
national responses, with NSDSs differing in the dimen-
sions of sustainable development addressed, the sectors
involved and the processes used. It has also been
observed that while the UN set of indicators were not
reported on by many countries, they were used as a
basis in many countries to develop their own country-
specific indicator sets.58 Furthermore, as mentioned,
Agenda 21 inspired national institutions to be estab-
lished, such as commissions for sustainable develop-
ment and inter-departmental task forces, which are not
only geared towards reporting to the UN but also serve
domestic purposes. Our overall observation is that
implementation effectiveness of Agenda 21 should be
seen over a longer timeframe, as opposed to annual
reporting cycles, and ripple effects need to be consid-
ered. While Agenda 21 as a concept lost momentum, the
concept of sustainable development is now firmly
anchored in national policy processes and institutions
across countries. At the same time, the follow-up and
review system that was put into place can be seen as a
missed opportunity to show an action-driven agenda, as
well as stimulate learning through ample room for peer
review and drawing lessons.

MILLENNIUM DEVELOPMENT
GOALS

In contrast to Agenda 21, the MDGs were not a direct
outcome of UN negotiations. The Millennium Declara-
tion59 was adopted in 2000 but Secretary-General Kofi
Annan considered it lacked commitment to tangible
results. Meanwhile, the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) Development
Assistance Committee (DAC) had proposed interna-
tional development goals to re-legitimize its work. At a
World Bank meeting in March 2001, it was agreed that
the Declaration and the goals would be merged and that
the UN would drive the new set of goals while the Bret-
ton Woods institutions (World Bank and International

Monetary Fund) pursued them through their Poverty
Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs).60 The set of eight
MDGs, together with 18 targets and 48 indicators, were
first introduced to the UNGA in an Annex to a 2001
Secretary-General report.61

The MDGs reflected a normative shift in the objectives
of international development, from narrowly focused
on economic growth to making poverty eradication and
human well-being the central objectives for develop-
ment. This shift is reflected in the new language and
approaches in national development strategies. Hulme
and Scott argue this shift was realized because the
MDGs provided specificity and concrete solutions to
global poverty, which previous commitments had failed
to deliver.62

The follow-up and review arrangements were largely a fait
accompli from the start, summarized in one page of the
Annex introducing the goals. A clear alignment and cen-
tralization logic ruled. The UN was to ‘report on progress
towards the [MDGs] at the global and country levels’,
based on consultation with UN institutions and intergov-
ernmental organizations and ‘use of nationally owned
poverty reduction strategies’.63 The purpose was to ‘en-
sure a common assessment and understanding of the sta-
tus of the millennium development goals at both the
global and national levels’.64 Further, it was made clear
that the agenda was to be target- and indicator-driven:

In order to help focus national and international priority-
setting, goals and targets should be limited in number, be
stable over time and communicate clearly to a broad audi-
ence. Clear and stable numerical targets can help to trigger
action and promote new alliances for development.65

No reporting by countries was expected and there was
no clear role for developed countries initially. Arguably,
the MDGs were not so much about national commit-
ments as a global, and UN, commitment. In parallel to
reporting on the goals, the Secretary-General was also
to report regularly on the Millennium Declaration. In
2007, the Annual Ministerial Review was established
under ECOSOC, where around 10 countries would give
National Voluntary Presentations on MDG progress,
including a few developed countries.66

Starting in 2005, annual MDG reports were published by
the UN DESA and UN Statistics Division, reporting on

58 See UN DESA, n. 54 above, at 3.
59 Millennium Declaration (UNGA Resolution A/RES/55/2, 18

September 2000).

60 D. Hulme and J. Scott, ‘The Political Economy of the MDGs: Retro-

spect and Prospect for the World’s Biggest Promise’, 15:2 New Politi-

cal Economy (2010), 293.
61 Road Map towards the Implementation of the United Nations Millen-

nium Declaration. Report of the Secretary-General (UN Doc. A/56/

326, 6 September 2001) (‘Road Map’).
62 See D. Hulme and J. Scott, n. 60 above.
63 See Road Map, n. 61 above, Annex, at paragraph 4.
64 Ibid.
65 Ibid., Annex, at paragraph 3.
66 Strengthening the Economic and Social Council (UNGA Resolution

A/RES/61/16, 9 January 2007).
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the indicators.67 Results were summarized in two-page
scorecards. Starting in 2008, MDG Gap Task Force
reports were also prepared to improve the monitoring of
MDG 8 (Global Partnership for Development), which
involved developed countries to a greater extent. In addi-
tion, a high number of regional and thematic reports have
been published under UN auspices on the MDGs. The
UN Development Programme states that it has supported
more than 400 nationally owned MDG country reports.68

Regarding the overall implementation effectiveness of
the MDGs, the final annual progress report in 2015 con-
cluded that success had been mixed across the eight
goal areas and world regions.69 Progress had been
uneven and in many cases too slow.70 While the MDGs
may have diffused poverty eradication as an interna-
tional norm it was less successful in changing behaviour
– actions have not matched the commitment to the
norm.71 Agenda 2030 includes most MDGs and raises
the ambition on these, suggesting ambition and pro-
gress under the MDGs was not enough.

What lessons can be learnt regarding design of follow-
up and review? First, it is important to recognize that
the MDGs were not universal like the SDGs or Agenda
21. The norm they conveyed regarding global develop-
ment was not based on an idea that all Member States
should take action and that reporting is needed as a
(soft) way of verifying implementation of that norm and
maintaining trust. This lack of intended national com-
mitments, including defining country-specific goals,
arguably justifies a centralized follow-up and review
system. In principal–agent terms, the UN system largely
played both roles initially.

The strong outcome focus and heavy reliance on global
indicators appear to have contributed to a focused glo-
bal effort that was accepted and supported by many
stakeholders. In addition to the goals, a research-
oriented Millennium Project was launched, Millennium
Villages were used as case studies and a Millennium
Campaign was started to mobilize public support for
the goals – all contributing to high visibility and com-
municability. The timeline of the MDGs, the 15-year
period, also provided a ‘countdown’ and incentives to
follow-up so that adjustments could be made in time.

However, the system for follow-up has been criticized
on several counts, including that reviews focused on the

status of targets and not on analysing the rationale and
effectiveness of actions taken. Further, responsibility
and accountability relationships were unclear. The vol-
untary country presentations that took place at the
Annual Ministerial Review did not provide space for
proper peer review, debate and guidance on perfor-
mance but were limited to showcasing country pro-
gress.72

Further, the relative weight given to national ownership
and internalization appears to actually have increased
over time. Recognizing the remaining distance to
achieving many MDGs, a 2010 High-Level Plenary
Meeting on MDGs called for increased international
cooperation. In response, the MDG Acceleration
Framework (MAF) was developed and reflected a more
context-specific approach to enhancing progress in
countries with off-track targets.73 It was a stepwise
guide but adaptive to the national political determina-
tion to address targets. It drew on existing national
planning processes such as PRSPs, national develop-
ment plans and government medium-term expenditure
frameworks. The MAF was a government-led process,
anchored in line ministries, but UN Country Teams
offered technical and financial support. The focus thus
shifted from reviewing the status of harmonized targets
with a process that adapted the framework to the
national level, in order to achieve targets. This
addressed the underlying ambivalence characterizing
the MDGs as identified by Hulme and Scott: ‘the rich
and powerful countries of the OECD needed ambitious
goals for their image and legitimacy. The developing
countries were more interested in national goals and
relationships with the [Bretton Woods Institutions].’74

CONCLUDING REMARKS

The data revolution will undoubtedly lead to a lot of
innovative and creative efforts to monitor the SDGs
over the coming years, with new information and com-
munications technologies, visualization methods and
citizen science initiatives – curated by a large collective
of states, intergovernmental organizations and transna-
tional actors. The role for formalized follow-up and
review at the national, regional and international levels
remains, though, given that the SDGs are at their core
multilaterally agreed norms. While progress has been
made on designing a follow-up and review system, we
argue that some ambiguities need to be resolved with
regard to what kind of commitments exactly to follow
up and why.

67 For an overview of MDG reporting, see <http://www.un.org/millenni-

umgoals/reports.shtml>.
68 UN Development Programme (UNDP), ‘2013 Addendum to the

MDG Country Report Guidelines – UNDP Guidance Note’ (UNDP,

2013).
69 UN, ‘Millennium Development Goals: 2015 Progress Chart’, found

at: <http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/2015_MDG_Report/pdf/MDG

%202015%20PC%20final.pdf>.
70 UN, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2015 (UN, 2015).
71 D. Hulme, Global Poverty: Global Governance and Poor People in

the Post-2015 Era (Routledge, 2015).

72 UN DESA, ‘Transitioning from the MDGs to the SDGs: Accountabil-

ity for the Post-2015 Era’ (UN Doc. ST/ESA/2015/CDP/25, June

2015).
73 UNDP, ‘The MDG Acceleration Framework’, found at: <http://
www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/mdgoverview/mdg_goals/

acceleration_framework/>.
74 See D. Hulme and J. Scott, n. 60 above, at 297.
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First, our review of the current plans for SDG follow-
up and review suggests that these plans have so far
been geared towards the global set of SDG targets,
not least through the significant efforts in developing
global indicators. Meanwhile, ideas on how to design
and review nationally defined and, as a consequence,
more internalized SDGs are emerging.75 Given that
many of the SDG targets represent core political
issues on the domestic agenda, it is hard to see that
formulation of general commitments into nationally
specific targets could be avoided, if transformative
action is to be taken and if they are to compete with
pre-existing goals where political capital has already
been invested.

Second, looking to principal–agent theory, we suggest
that behaviour-based reporting might need to be
emphasized more alongside outcome-based reporting,
in view of the character of the SDGs and their targets.
This means that countries would report on their actions
to achieve SDGs, as opposed to indicator-based reports
on the status and progress on goals. Emphasizing the
reporting of actions taken may also be effective consid-
ering that changes on outcome indicators might not
occur on an annual basis.

Finally, important lessons can be drawn from both
Agenda 21 and the MDGs. Agenda 21 experiences sug-
gest that there need to be clear incentives for Member
States to report to the international level, that it needs
to be manageable and that the format needs to be
matched by available resources. The MDG case suggests
that generating momentum and a ‘countdown’might be
effective, together with ensuring communicability and
focus on a selected set of priority goals at the global
level.

To facilitate internalization of national SDG targets,
we identify three priorities. First, broad social aware-
ness needs to be built and nurtured. Alongside gov-
ernments, it is key that national parliaments and local
governments take ownership. Civil society and the pri-
vate sector are key agents in delivering the goals and
also need to interpret the SDGs. Deliberations need to
be open, transparent and democratically accountable,
to avoid national implementation being captured by
interest groups. Second, the definition of a core group
of priority national targets will likely focus the imple-
mentation process, and render it more effective and
manageable. Third, reporting should to a large extent
be based on the actions taken at the national and sub-
national levels, not just on progress in target status.
Many of the SDG issues are simply too complex for a

quick and easy measurement of outcomes. Finally,
alignment with global targets will still be important.
Global SDG monitoring will allow the recognition of
progress and identification of gaps. But the ultimate
aim of the whole 2030 exercise is to bring about a
transformation in development. For that to happen,
the goals and targets must be internalized by those
actors who can bring about change.
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