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‘Leaving No One Behind’ 
How to Make the High-level  
Political Forum Transformative

‘Governments must ensure that, through policies  
designed to support the most vulnerable groups, they  
recognize and respond to multiple and intersecting  
deprivations and sources of discrimination that are com-
pounded by one another and make it harder to escape 
poverty, live with dignity and enjoy human rights.’ 1

When Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for  
Sustainable Development ² was adopted in 2015, it  
signified a commitment by States to create a better 
future for all. The implementation of the 2030 Agenda  
and its 17 Goals was to be guided by an almost utopi-
an principle that promised to leave no one behind. 

It was also succinctly accompanied by a catchy phrase 
of ‘no more business as usual’, which was used by diplo-
mats and civil society alike in various statements and 
meetings. Both of them combined could be read as a 
vow to create a new approach to development,  
power and redistribution of resources. It also expressed  
a sense of urgency that things needed to change. It 
was, after all, supposed to incorporate all the lessons 
learnt from the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) which lacked efficient monitoring or  
evaluation mechanisms, and consequently left pockets 
of populations behind, making them continuously  
invisible in programs and policies. 

Since leaving no one behind is not a goal or a target, 
it has not been reviewed systematically during the 
High-level Political Forums (HLPFs). It has been  
discussed as a theme, however, the discussions have 
never focused enough on the substantial operational-
isation of the principle, which shows an obvious gap 
in the meaningful application of it. 

The UN Secretary-General in his annual report on 
the progress towards achieving the SDGs stated that 
the pledge ‘is seldom disputed in principle, but the  
complexity of its practical implementation and the political 
nature of the issues it involves are often insufficiently  
acknowledged’.3 This has certainly been the case within 
the HLPF process, which should be more cognisant 
and purposefully focused on the implementation of 
the principle of leaving no one behind in order for it to 
fulfil its prescribed role.

Indeed, during the Expert Group Meeting on  
‘Lessons learned from the first cycle of the HLPF’ 
in May 2019, it was expressed numerous times by 
various actors, including States, that we were missing 

concrete examples of what States are doing to leave no 
one behind. There was a need expressed for more detail 
and specificity as to what is being done. However, this 
is complicated by the fact that there are no standard 
tools that can effectively monitor the complexity of 
the implementation of the SDGs for all, everywhere.

Who is counted is who counts 
One of the most important elements of the monitor-
ing, follow-up and review of the 2030 Agenda is data. 
Learning from the shortcomings of the MDGs and 
looking into the future and the SDGs, The Millenni-
um Development Goals Report 2015 stressed the need 
of creating better high-quality data in order to meet 
challenges unaddressed by the MDG framework. It 
emphasised that ‘only by counting the uncounted can we 
reach the unreached’.⁴ It further emphasised that the 
new data should be disaggregated by ‘key dimensions  
beyond the basics of age and sex, including migrant status,  
indigenous status, ethnicity and disability among others’ 5  
as only then would the policy and programme  
decisions be delivering sustainable development  
for all. 

Similarly, former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon,  
speaking in 2015, stressed that ‘[t]o ensure no one is left 
behind, we must know where the most vulnerable people 
are. This is essential for making informed decisions that will 
provide them the education, housing, and health services they 
need’.⁶ Consequently, the 2030 Agenda deemed it  
critical to produce quality, accessible, timely and  
reliable disaggregated data in order to measure prog-
ress and to ensure that no one is left behind.⁷

Unfortunately, overviews of the Voluntary National 
Reviews (VNRs) presented by States in 2017 and 
2018 show that the reports ‘provide little information on 
the status of data to leave no one behind’. ⁸ Accordingly,  
it is close to impossible to estimate what kind of  
policies and programs are successful in reaching those 
left behind. 

Multi-dimensional and  
intersecting inequalities 
It is safe to say that leaving no one behind has become a 
slogan that is oftentimes used to take away the focus 
from the lack of meaningful implementation of the 
SDGs. In order to make the principle operational and 
to deliver the promise of a transformative agenda,  
a level of specificity is required in the analysis that 
does not yet exist in the present discussions or data 
collection. There needs to be a space to examine  
specific problems that are faced by specific people in 
specific places, and there must be a real commitment 
to tackle them.  
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Putting the principle in action is a complex task as 
it was created to tend to a world full of complexi-
ties. Leaving no one behind requires understanding of 
multi-dimensional inequalities, which are horizontal 
(across social groups), vertical (within each group),  
intergenerational (across generations) and spatial 
(across locations). As noted by Naila Kabeer,  
‘[w]here they overlap with each other, they give rise to an 
intersecting, rather than an additive, model of inequality, 
where each fuses with, and exacerbates, the effects of the  
other. This helps explain why certain groups in society are 
systematically left behind, or left out of any progress  
experienced by the wider society.’ 9  
 
To make the implementation of the 2030 Agenda,  
and consequently reporting on it, transformative,  
attention must be paid to all those whose disadvan-
tages are compounded by identity, location and socio- 
economic status or any other circumstance. They  
cannot be ignored, invisibilised, or deemed trivial.  
It needs to be understood that challenges at hand are 
highly complex because people do not live single 
issue lives and so the solutions addressing them must 
look at various aspects, such as political, economic, 
spatial and cultural.10 

 

If the aim is to create conditions for sustainable develop- 
ment to flourish, efforts need to center around  
providing opportunities, as well as creating an envi-
ronment for people, individually and collectively,  
to develop their full potential and to make choices 
about their lives. In other words, people are supposed 
to live long, healthy and creative lives, be educated as 
well as have access to the resources needed for decent  
standards of living. As stated in the UNDP’s Human 
Development Report 2019, it is about the inequalities in 
capabilities, where capabilities are: 

(…) broadly defined as people’s freedom to choose what 
to be and do – cannot be reduced to income and wealth 
alone, because these are instrumental. Nor can they be 
defined as utility and measured by people’s actual choices, 
for that would obscure real differences in how individuals 
use income for achievements that they value. Instead,  
capabilities are people’s freedoms to choose what they 
want to be and do – regardless of whether they actually 
make those choices.  Thus, capabilities are closely related 
to the concept of opportunities: It is not enough to know 
that someone has not travelled to a foreign country;  
we need to know whether that was a free choice or 
whether the person wanted to travel but either could  
not afford it or was denied entry.11

The message of the Human Development Report 2019, 
to look beyond generalised averages and a sole focus 
on material wealth, reinforces the broad scope of the 

SDGs, where the for all applies to aspects from  
education and health to access to decision-making 
and justice. This holistic and intersectional analysis of 
what it means to be left behind, must be better  
reflected in the HLPF process. While reporting on 
their national progress during VNRs, States should 
actively inform on strategies and actions they under-
took in terms of eg a better analysis of leaving no  
one behind, identifying the specific populations, based 
on the existing, disaggregated data, and also acknowl-
edging those who are being missed in policy and  
programmes due to insufficiently aggregated data.  
 
Broad stakeholder engagement  
Even though the 2030 Agenda has been designed as 
a primary State-driven process, the role of the non-
State actors cannot be underestimated or dismissed. 
The process leading to the adoption of the 2030 
Agenda has many times been said to be the most 
inclusive and participatory negotiation process in 
UN history. The unprecedented global consultations 
involving more than one million people across the 
globe, which can be seen in the leaving no one  
behind guiding principle, was a deliberate endeavour 
to reach the poor, the marginalised and those whose 
voices and stories are traditionally not heard.12  
 
Moreover, there was also a space created for civil  
society to contribute directly to the work of the 
Open Working Group on Sustainable Development 
Goals (OWG)13, whose mandate was to prepare a  
proposal on the SDGs. ‘The co-chairs believed if this  
[the 2030 Agenda] was going to be a comprehensive  
agenda, ideas and suggestions from civil society had to be 
considered, even if there were some powerful countries that 
didn’t want to see some issues (LGBT rights, for example) 
on the agenda.’ 14 Consequently, each morning before 
the formal negotiations session would start, the  
co-facilitators would hold meetings with civil  
society so that they could provide their input,  
addressing the same questions and documents as the 
diplomats.15  
 
The approach was ground-breaking if compared to 
other processes within sustainable development  
negotiations and not only enriched the process  
significantly but also helped create ownership and  
engagement. It was also obvious that in order to  
produce a universal framework to create a better, safer, 
fairer and sustainable world for all, civil society had 
to be involved. They provided lived experiences and 
challenges and potential solutions for communities 
they were working with and for. The 2030 Agenda 
could not have been formulated without the voices of 
the people it was supposed to serve.  
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Emerging at that time, the leaving no one behind  
principle paid tribute not only to the needs expressed 
in the consultations, it also was seen as an invitation 
for engagement at the UN level in the negotiation 
processes. Thanks to that, the UN conference rooms 
not only saw the usual suspects participating in  
sustainable development, ie Major Groups16, but they 
also saw communities that had not taken part in such 
processes on a regular basis. These were, for instance, 
older persons, human rights organisations, persons 
with disabilities, migrants, LGBT groups, volunteer 
organisations, and humanitarian aid groups.17 
 
This broad participation in turn paved the way to a 
more inclusive and open mechanism for civil society 
for a collective engagement in the follow-up and 
review process – the Major Groups and Other Stake-
holders (MGoS). The MGoS mechanism is now  
composed of 18 constituencies representing specific 
social groups of rights-holders, as well as regional 
CSO engagement mechanisms and thematic coordi-
nation platforms related to other global frameworks 
that are connected to the 2030 Agenda.18  
 
One concrete example of how the MGoS mechanism 
keeps expanding was a recognition of the LGBTI 
Stakeholder Group in 2019. This historic decision 
meant that LGBTI populations could formally engage 
in all processes related to sustainable development, 
including HLPF, in their own right. In practical terms, 
it meant that representatives of LGBTI organisations 
could participate in HLPF in the exact same way as 
their colleagues from other groups, bringing expe-
riences, expertise, challenges, solutions, and realities 
specific to their constituencies. At HLPF 2019, the 
LGBTI Stakeholder Group attended the official 
meetings of the forum, and was able to raise its partic-
ular concerns when speaking on the review of SDG 4 
(Education) and SDG 10 (Inequalities). 

As an officially recognised stakeholder, the LGBTI 
Stakeholder Group is now also allowed to submit 
documents and present written and oral contribu-
tions, as well as to make recommendations. This is 
done in the form of a Position Paper, which is a part 
of the formal documentation of the forum and trans-
lated in all official UN languages. Lastly, the LGBTI 
Stakeholder Group is allowed to organise side events 
and round tables, in cooperation with Member States 
and the Secretariat, which provide an important room 
for less formal discussions and inputs.19 This has meant 
that LGBTI populations that are so often excluded 
from or invisibilised in national, regional and global 
activities received direct access to the Forum that was 
supposed to address all the challenges they faced daily. 

Despite the encouraging expansion of stakeholder 
engagement described above, the way HLPF has been 
executed during its first cycle does not reflect the 
inclusive and participatory nature of the negotiations 
leading to the 2030 Agenda adoption. Expectations 
of the same or at least similar level of openness and 
excitement about the involvement of civil society and 
MGoS in the follow-up and review processes have 
not been met. Not enough space is given to MGoS 
constituencies to contribute to the discussions,  
debates or negotiations of Ministerial Declarations. 
So called Spotlight Reports prepared by civil society 
organisations do not have any official status with-
in HLPF and so they do not constitute input that 
would be considered during the formal session of the 
Forum. The time given to representatives of MGoS 
participating in the VNRs is limited to 60-90 seconds 
in which they are to address concerns brought in by 
numerous constituencies. It is close to impossible to 
present a constructive and meaningful intervention. 
Regrettably, very rarely are these concerns then taken 
up by the State in question, in many cases due to lack 
of time. 

It is still the case that civil society organisations are 
those who know what specific issues specific people 
face in specific places, esp. those who are marginalised, 
purposefully forgotten or invisibilised. Without their 
meaningful participation and going back to the roots 
of the collective process designed by the co-facilita-
tors of the Open Working Group, the 2030 Agenda 
will not be achieved.  
 
A transformative process 
The 2030 Agenda promised to be transformative and 
innovative in order to change the world. But what 
does this mean in practical terms, and what is needed 
to ensure that the HLPF process contributes to real 
transformation?  

 

Leaving no one behind does not have to be an impos-
sible goal to achieve. It requires a true commitment 
from States to identify groups that are marginalised 
and purposefully invisibilised. The commitment must 
be translated into specific data collection initiatives 
that are done in a safe and ethical way not to expose 
those already at risk to harm. 20 This in turn should be 
followed up by effective policy and program changes 
to address the gaps discovered by the collected data. 
Doing this would require engagement from various 
stakeholders and various authorities, from statistical   
offices to civil society. In contexts when such 
multi-stakeholder cooperation is not possible, there 
should be alternative pathways and partnerships  
created in order to move the implementation forward. 
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Speaking specifically about the HLPF review, creating 
a designated space at HLPF where stakeholders could 
explore and dig deeper into the multidimensional  
and intersecting challenges and collectively come up 
with solutions that could then be translated into  
differentiated policy responses would be a good step. 
For instance, it could take the form of technical 
workshops focused on capacity building for civil  
society on collecting data provided by statistical  
offices; in-depth discussions could be organised in a 
form of so-called ‘world café’ or roundtables where 
different stakeholders share best practices, pose ques-
tions and receive advice from others on specific is-
sues of interest; more use should also be made of the 
Regional Development Forums so that they could 
provide region-specific capacity building opportuni-
ties, and their outcomes should feed into the VNRs 
process at HLPF. Such spaces would also facilitate and 
encourage peer learning at the Forum for all involved. 
 
A norm-critical approach  
Apart from commitment, which should be taken for 
granted at this stage, transformation would ultimately  
require challenging traditional power dynamics, which 
used to be understood as power of the state over  
citizens or those privileged over those disenfranchised. 
Simultaneously, a norm critical approach to leaving 
no one behind has to be applied. Without power shift 
or change in how power is (not) shared there will be 
no transformation taking place. One way of doing it 
could be seeing three different types of power instead, 
which could in turn assist in a clearer conceptualisa-
tion of stakeholders engagement within HLPF:

‘[p]ower within,’ which can grow in a person as they 
gain self-belief and an understanding of their rights; 
‘power with’ – when collectives come together to exercise 
joint action and solidarity; and ‘power to’ – the ability  
to decide actions and carry them out.21 

This broader and more nuanced understanding should 
enable sharing of power and identifying specific  
responsibilities carried by different stakeholders with-
in a country, and consequently in the implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda. Seeing power as something that 
can be shared and balanced could also facilitate the 
norm critical approach to leaving no one behind.  
Instead of letting all the focus be on those marginal-
ised and trying to ‘fix’ them, attention should also be 
put on those who are in power and investigate how 
their behaviour and patterns of behaviour could be 
modified in order to break the harmful cycle. In other 
words ‘the fulfilment of the SDGs depends on a massive 
power transfer, both economically (hence Goal 10, the in-
equality goal) and politically (hence Goal 16, the governance 

goal), to the people who will ensure their realization’. 22  
This in turn would increase ‘the power (understood as 
ability) of both citizens (to exercise agency) and states (to 
govern effectively)’.23 
 
Expanding time and space 
With the adoption of the 2030 Agenda came a sense 
of urgency that things needed to change in transfor-
mative ways in order to provide a better future for all. 
Unfortunately, that urgency of 2015 was lost both in 
national level implementation and in the engagement 
on the global level through HLPF.  The VNRs are 
treated as a space to showcase only the positive out-
comes with flashy videos. It is very rarely being used 
for sharing challenges, receiving feedback, meaningful 
dialogue or learning, which all were originally agreed 
on in the text of the 2030 Agenda. It can potentially 
be argued that this is due to the fact that there is not 
enough time to address everything in one presenta-
tion with a strict time limit. This is indeed true and 
the VNR presentation time slot should therefore be 
extended so that there is space for a meaningful  
dialogue between all different stakeholders present, 
including MGoS.  
 
Space should also be provided specifically to those 
stakeholders that traditionally do not have access to 
UN spaces. It would only do some justice to the 2030 
Agenda negotiations and stakeholders participation, 
but it is particularly important for such a space to  
exist on a global level because many civil society  
actors and those traditionally left behind face increasing 
restrictions, intimidations, and general shrinking space 
for engagement. Moreover, VNRs seem to be seen as 
a one-off event in New York disconnected from the 
lives of individual people facing specific issues in  
specific places. There must be a national level process 
that is consistent and encourages meaningful partici-
pation from diverse stakeholders in preparing for the 
VNRs but also in implementing the recommenda-
tions during a follow-up.  
 
The review process must also be composed of a com-
prehensive preparation phase on national and regional 
levels which would include all stakeholders, as well 
as a national follow-up after the HLPF to implement 
all the recommendations. Following up on the above 
mentioned discussion on addressing power redistribu-
tion, it needs to be said that if the final analysis lacks 
a norm critical approach to power imbalances within 
countries, all the recommendations on whom to tar-
get, on what issues, and in which places will not be 
useful and it will prevent effective implementation.24 
Similarly, over time, the SDGs will benefit greatly from 
deeper intersectional approaches, not only to better under-
stand groups that sit at the nexus of vulnerabilities because 
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they face multiple forms of power marginalisation but also to 
recognise which groups sit at the nexus of power over, with 
all the accountability that position demands.25 
 
Transformative agendas sound, and often times indeed 
are, complex as they inherently require us to question 
the existing structures, rules and methods of work. 
They demand that we get out from our comfort zone 
and existing relations of power and try something 
new. It is additionally challenging and daunting when 
it needs to be embraced and done by everyone, every-
where, without any exception. This is what the 2030 
Agenda demands of us, to engage in big, unprece-
dented team work to change the world. It demands 
from us to be transformative.  
 
Next steps 
Not only does 2020 mark the year of the HLPF  
review process, it also marks the beginning of the last 
10 years for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.  
Despite being labelled the Decade of Action, which 
implies concrete plans and commitments are in place 
and ready to be implemented, it is hard to believe that 
at this pace of (in)action the promise to reach the  
furthest behind will be kept. The sense of urgency 
with which the framework was adopted must be  
revived and translate into action. As highlighted 
through this piece and summarised below, to spur this 
urgency a few concrete steps could be taken while 
reviewing HLPF:

1. The leaving no one behind principle must be  
operationalised through specific actions,  
addressing specific challenges faced by specific 
populations;

2. Traditional power dynamics must be challenged 
and transformed both in the implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda and within the HLPF processes 
so that all stakeholders can participate actively and 
meaningfully;

3. A norm critical approach to leaving no one behind 
has to be applied;

4. VNR reports must include disaggregated data  
exposing multidimensional and intersecting  
challenges facing specific marginalised  
populations;

5. VNR reports must provide examples of policy 
and program solutions to the multidimensional 
and intersecting challenges revealed by data col-
lection. It would contribute to strengthening of 
the peer learning element of HLPF; 

6. A designated space at HLPF should be created 
where stakeholders, including States could ex-
plore various issues and collectively design solu-
tions that could then be translated into differenti-
ated policy responses and structural changes.

If these steps are taken, HLPF would not only be 
more practical and create a more inclusive space for 
all stakeholders, but it would also be closer to  
fulfilling its goal of providing political leadership  
and ‘having a focused, dynamic and action-oriented agenda, 
ensuring the appropriate consideration of new and emerging 
sustainable development challenges’. 26 It would then be 
worthy of the Decade of Action and be what was  
promised to the international community in the very 
resolution for the review.
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