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CHAPTER 1 | INTRODUCTION: RESEARCH RATIONALE  

1 |  Introduction: research rationale 

1.1 Research objective and scope 

Over the last years, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) have changed the framework in 

which development cooperation works. It is now part and parcel of a global development agenda, 

i.e. the 2030 Agenda, that was adopted by UN Member States in 2015. This Agenda offers for the 

first time in history a global frame of reference that transcends the aid sector and the traditional 

North-South paradigm. It not only integrates the economic, social and environmental dimensions of 

development, but also addresses the drivers of poverty and vulnerability by ensuring that no one is 

left behind. The SDGs are ambitious, universal, integrated and indivisible. Belgium, as a donor of 

development cooperation, is committed to contributing to the realization of the 2030 Agenda and 

has therefore decided to use the SDGs as a compass to guide its future development efforts.  

To support this effort, the PSR-SDG study explores possible ways to guide the Belgian government 

in her ambitions to further align the Belgian development efforts with the broader SDG framework. 

The research was carried out by the Research Institute for Labour and Society (HIVA-KU Leuven) 

and the Institute of Development Policy (IOB – University of Antwerp) between January and 

December 2019 and involved the following main research activities: 

 

- During a scoping phase between April and July 2019, the research team explored to what extent 

and in which ways development actors are working with the underlying principles of the SDG 

framework and are tracking and reporting their contribution towards the SDGs. Challenges and 

opportunities for SDG integration were also documented.  

 

- The second phase of the research, which took place in September and October 2019, involved two 

field missions (case studies) in Benin and Uganda, two partner countries of the Belgian govern-

mental cooperation. The aim of the field missions was to confront the findings from the scoping 

phase with current practice in the field.  

This report integrates the findings from the scoping phase and the field visits. Besides providing an 

overview of current practice in relation to the SDG principles and the SDG goals, the report also 

provides practical recommendations and pointers on how different development actors can 

strengthen SDG integration within their respective policies and programmes. 

1.2 Research approach and methodology 

To gain an in-depth understanding of the current practices as well as key bottlenecks and potential 

opportunities for SDG integration a qualitative and participatory research design was used. 

The scoping phase (April-July 2019) involved 37 semi-structured interviews with representatives from 

the different Belgian cooperation channels (DGD, Enabel, BIO, and NGAs); a review of policy and 

programme documents and existing studies on SDG integration; and selected interviews with key 

informants at the international level (e.g. OECD DAC project on the SDGs as a shared framework 
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for results,..). Four workshops were also organized to provide representatives from DGD, Enabel, 

BIO and NGAs with an opportunity to review and discuss the findings of the scoping phase.  

Data collection during the field missions1 in Benin and Uganda (Sept-Oct 2019), included semi-

structured interviews with Belgian governmental and non-governmental development actors working 

in the sectors of health, agriculture and/or education, and representatives from local public authori-

ties and foreign bilateral and multilateral agencies as well as the Belgian embassy. In addition, five 

focus-group discussions with representatives from NGAs and Enabel were organized. The 

researchers also participated in a capitalization workshop of Enabel’s health programme in Benin and 

a workshop on private sector development in the agricultural sector in Uganda. Development actors 

were also given an opportunity to review the main findings from the field visits during a restitution 

workshop that was held in Brussels on 28 November 2019.  

 

The study does not claim to provide a complete picture of all current practices and challenges in 

relation to the operationalization of the SDG framework within the various channels of the Belgian 

development cooperation. Eventually, the multilateral development cooperation channel could not 

be covered within the scope of the research. Hence, the main focus of the study is limited to the 

current practices and opportunities for SDG integration within the bilateral and indirect development 

cooperation channel, BIO and DGD.  

Furthermore, rather than aiming for an exhaustive and detailed overview, the research describes some 

general trends that were validated through the use of different feedback loops (by organizing various 

restitution workshops and providing opportunities to development actors to review drafts of the 

various research outputs) and triangulation of data.  

1.3 Report outline 

This final report is structured as follows. The second chapter presents the main findings on the SDG-

principles of Leaving No One Behind and Universalism, whereas the third section focuses on multi-

stakeholdership. The fourth section discusses the principle of indivisibility and interconnectedness 

while chapter five analyses current practice, challenges and opportunities for SDG integration in 

programme cycles and results frameworks. Finally, chapter six provides some general 

recommendations for the Belgian development sector as well as specific recommendations for DGD, 

Enabel, BIO and the NGAs.  

 

 

 

 

1  For more detailed information on the methodology, we refer to the Field Work Inception Report which further specifies the 

methodology and planning of the field visits.  
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CHAPTER 2 | LEAVING NO ONE BEHIND AND UNIVERSALISM  

2 |  Leaving no one behind and universalism 

2.1 Leaving no one behind – why is it important? 

With the adoption of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the international community pledged 

to ‘leave no one behind’ (LNOB) and to ‘endeavor to reach the furthest behind first’. The principle of leaving 

no one behind can be defined as a three-part imperative: to end absolute poverty in all its forms, to stop 

group-based discrimination that results in unequal outcomes for disadvantaged populations, and to take 

action to help the furthest behind. The Agenda 2030 impels us to consider which countries are left behind, 

which groups are left behind within a country; and who is left furthest behind within these groups.  

Key to LNOB is the prioritization and fast-tracking of actions for the poorest and most marginalized people – 

known as progressive universalism. Putting the furthest behind requires deliberate laws and policies. If instead, 

policy is implemented among better-off groups first and worst-off groups later, the existing gap between them 

is likely to increase. LNOB also goes well beyond just being an anti-discrimination agenda; it is a recognition 

that expectations of trickle-down progress are naïve, and that explicit and pro-active attempts are needed 

to ensure populations at risk of being left behind are included from the start. It means dealing with structural 

constraints and unequal power relations (ODI, 2017; UNDP, 2018). 

2.2 Where do we stand? 

The result of the scoping phase and the field visits show that the LNOB principle is definitely on the 

radar, but not yet mainstreamed across the interventions of different development actors. Amongst 

the Belgian development actors, there is no common understanding of what this principle means or 

how it should be addressed.  
At the same time, the results also show that most develop-

ment actors in fact do – albeit implicitly - address aspects 

of LNOB in their interventions. Instead of referring to 

LNOB, they rather specify that their programmes are try-

ing to ultimately reach vulnerable groups. They define vul-

nerability from different angles or perspectives depending 

on their specific history, experience and thematic expertise. 

An organizations’ particular background combined with 

specific contexts guide the specific choices regarding vul-

nerable target groups, intervention strategies and geo-

graphic focus. It will also determine the intersecting drivers 

of vulnerability (see figure 1) that an organization will work 

on.  

 

Furthermore, different actors already use different strategies or ‘levers of change’ to operationalize 

elements of the leave no one behind principle. UNDP (2018)2 refers to three mutually reinforcing 

‘‘levers of change’’ to act on ‘leaving no one behind’:  

1. Examine = strengthening access to disaggregated and people driven data and information;  

2. Empower = strengthening civic engagement and voice; and  

 

2  https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/poverty-reduction/what-does-it-mean-to-leave-no-one-behind-.html 
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3. Enact = strengthening integrated, equity-focused SDG policies, interventions and budgets in 

order to respond effectively to left behind communities (e.g. access to social protection, school-

ing, health care, land, agricultural inputs, credit, …). 

The next paragraphs provide some examples of ongoing interventions by different actors where 

aspects of the LNOB are already being implemented. These provide useful insights in potential good 

practices and approaches but also rich lessons about challenges and remaining questions that need 

further exploration. Some tentative policy recommendations are also provided in the last paragraph.  

2.2.1 A positive trend for Belgian actors on examining who is left behind 

Many Belgian actors focus directly on the ones left behind, the vulnerable, the poor and they try to 

understand why certain groups are left behind, though few refer to the LNOB principle. There is 

fairly little discussion regarding the insight that people who are left behind in development are often 

economically, socially, spatially and/or politically excluded – for example, due to ethnicity, race, gen-

der, age, disability or a combination of these, leading to multiple discriminations (UNSDG, 2019). 

People left behind are also those most at risk of not enjoying their civil, cultural, economic, political 

or social rights (UNSDG, 2019). The close link between LNOB and Human Rights Based 

Approaches (HRBA) is thus quite straightforward: people left behind tend to be disadvantaged in 

many different dimensions, disconnected from societal institutions and they lack information to 

access those institutions, networks, and socio-economic and political support systems to improve 

their situation. As they are not being consulted by those in power and since they lack organizational 

mobility, they lack voice. Apart from that, they are also often absent in official data and as such are 

invisible in the development of policies and programs.  

Another group refers to the vulnerable groups in an indirect way: by tackling specific systemic 

constraints (e.g. Enabel, 11.11.11, BIO, etc.) and/or advocating inclusiveness of policies in the Global 

South, they are indirectly impacting vulnerable groups.  

Though most Belgian actors work for, with, on vulnerable groups, they only rarely refer to LNOB as 

a central principle. HRBA by contrast is often referred to. Yet both approaches include the principles 

of non-discrimination and (gender) equality as key elements and require proactive measures to 

address inequalities and to reach the furthest behind. As a programming tool anchored within inter-

national norms and standards – HRBA provides a valuable methodology to translate the vision of 

LNOB into action (UNSDG, 2019). Both LNOB and HRBA are multidimensional and thus allow 

for focusing on particular dimensions of vulnerability. This grants organizations the liberty to adapt 

and use parts/dimensions of LNOB and HRBA to their mission and expertise. Interestingly, both 

governmental and non-governmental organizations refer to the mainstreaming of human rights 

approaches (e.g. Enabel in Benin and in Uganda programmes refers to HRBA, to vulnerability, 

inclusion, etc.) 

Another way to address inclusiveness is the focus on ‘community approaches’. In Belgium there 

are several actors explicitly working with inclusive community approaches and this is clearly linked 

with the principle of LNOB.  

In the scoping paper (Pollet et al. 2020), and the field visit reports of Uganda (Vandenbroucke et al. 

2020) and Benin (Braeye et al. 2020), we have included long lists of references with regard to the use 

of concepts like vulnerable, poor, excluded in programme documents. As such, we can conclude that 

the LNOB principle is ‘in spirit’ present in programme documents, albeit not explicitly. The box 

below illustrates how the LNOB principle is addressed within the programmes of two NGOs.  
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BOX 2.1. EXAMINE: Examples from Benin and Uganda 

Example from Benin: Join for Water – Community approach & (gender) inclusivity 

As with many other Belgian development actors, Join For Water has not been working directly on the principle 

of LNOB. They have, however, taken up human rights as a transversal theme throughout their programs, in 

particular the universal right to safe water and sanitation. Apart from that, also other elements within their 

organizational strategy might be contributing to the principle of LNOB. One such strategy is the use of a ‘com-

munity approach’, within which there is a strong focus on the principles of inclusion and community solidarity.  

 

Example from Uganda: a tool to identify the most vulnerable – Developed by the Age and Disability Capacity 

Programme (ADCAP), the inclusion standards help organizations respond to crises to successfully identify and 

reach those most at risk, upholding the humanitarian principles by which they all must abide. Humanitarian 

organizations are committed to providing assistance and protection solely based on need and without dis-

crimination. Yet older people and people with disabilities are routinely excluded from humanitarian responses, 

despite being among the most vulnerable. The Humanitarian inclusion standards for older people and people 

with disabilities provide guidance across all areas and at all stages of emergency response to ensure older 

people and people with disabilities are not left out (HI, 2018). 

All in all, the scoping phase and the field visits showed that Belgian actors, by and large, have accu-

mulated a considerable amount of expertise and experience on working with vulnerable countries, 

regions, and groups. The take-away would be that actors become more explicit about their parameters 

of vulnerability and that TOCs (Theories of Change) establish a link between interventions and vul-

nerable groups. 

2.2.2 Two tracks to empower: right holders and duty bearers 

To fully understand and effectively address the various factors contributing to vulnerability and being 

left behind there is need for direct and on-going feedback from and engagement with vulnerable and 

marginalized populations. Hence, Agenda 2030 calls for efforts to strengthen the voice and capacities 

of left behind communities and people, but also to strengthen the capacities of local civil society, 

relevant institutions, associations and community networks to engage decision makers and to build 

consensus on the policies required in favor of LNOB (UNDP, 2018). This will involve building 

capacities of national and local authorities to be inclusive, responsive and accountable to their popu-

lations, with a special focus on vulnerable people left behind (Ibid). This line of action is also closely 

linked with the rights-based approach which – as previously shown - is already taken up by various 

actors within the Belgian development cooperation.  

HRBA and LNOB strongly focus on the empowerment of ‘right holders’ to claim their rights, to 

become active partners in development and to have their voice heard in the process. There is a long-

standing academic account of CSOs that sees their value in precisely this way, as giving voice to the 

voiceless and representing concerns that would otherwise not be represented effectively – operating 

between “empowered” and “public” space to connect citizens to governments, and to networks of 

global governance. There were several examples of this identified during the field visits, such as the 

development of consultation- or civil society platforms and advocacy efforts (see box 2.2.). The ten-

dency clearly is to work toward multi-stakeholder-approaches (see chapter 3 on multistakeholder 

partnerships - MSPs) where, when convenient, relevant and appropriate donors, governmental actors 

and civil society are brought together. 
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BOX 2.2. EMPOWER: Examples from Benin and Uganda 

Initiative of ‘Health service use platforms’ through the Enabel health program in Benin 

One strategy used by Enabel in Benin to facilitate the participation of ‘right holders’ (in particular vulnerable 

groups) in decision-making processes, has been to install civil society platforms of service users within health 

care (PUSS). These independent platforms are being put in place at the local level (in 5 districts) and at the 

national level (PNUSS). They are built on the notion that ‘health’ is broader than just ‘services’ as they are also 

about health rights (e.g. equitable access to quality health services, protection against medical hazard, etc.). 

As such they respond to the expressed need for a comprehensive approach that includes multi-stakeholder 

engagement and a HRBA. 

The platforms regroup all actors of both the demand and supply side, including civil society groups (groups of 

youngsters, women groups, local NGOs, mutual health insurance, community health workers), private ser-

vices, services from other sectors as well as local authorities. They are managed by the district health authori-

ties. The aim is to engage both sides into a regular dialogue (partnership) in order to improve the access and 

quality of health care, to extend health services at community level, to prevent people from being excluded, 

to realize multi-stakeholder advocacy of rights holders vis-à-vis the provision of care and the health system, 

discuss challenges, assure monitoring of access and quality of services, management of complaints, etc.  

In that sense, the PUSS may have a valuable contribution towards the instauration of the national health 

insurance scheme (ARCH), which is currently being rolled out by the Beninese national government.  

 

Trias programme in Uganda: “Farmers’ Voice – East African farmers call on governments to act on food secu-

rity: The EU-funded programme aimed to contribute to the empowerment of smallholders’ participation in 

food security related policy processes in Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. It had a strong capacity building focus 

and used the “learning by doing” approach and the Farmers’ Advocacy Consultation Tool (FACT) method. 

The main theme of the programme was food security and their related policies.  

Even though smallholder farmers constitute over 70% of the population, in these countries their voices have 

often not been taken into consideration when forming food security policies. Yet they are the ones most 

affected. Therefore, the programme wanted to promote more bottom-up policy formulation and more con-

sultation between farmers, farmers’ organizations and policy makers. The programme resulted in a total of 13 

policy proposals, presented at sub-national and national level. 

The field visits also show various examples of advocacy work towards duty bearers, involving a 

variety of strategies. Different actors appear to have specific expertise or experience to take up this 

role at different societal levels. From the fieldwork it has become clear that the bilateral development 

cooperation (Enabel) and the Belgian Embassy often have more power to engage directly with duty 

bearers at the national, but also at a more decentralized level in those areas where the Belgian coop-

eration is active. Certain NGOs together with their partner organizations on the other hand have 

closer access to local communities as well as well as policy makers and public service providers at a 

local level (see box 2.3). Other cooperation actors in turn prove capable of bridging the different 

levels through targeted strategies. 

BOX 2.3. EMPOWER: We Social Movements (WSM)- Focus on HRBA and multidimensional and multi-

actor strategies in Benin 

The mission of WSM (the NGO of the Christian Workers Movement and its constituent organizations) is to defend 

labor rights (descent work) and the universal right to social protection and to prevent and eradicate poverty 

and exclusion. To reach this goal, WSM has set out different strategies. One is to assume a Rights based 

approach (HRBA) methodology which brings to LNOB a focus on rights, empowerment, meaningful partici-

pation and capacity development (UNSDG, 2019). This becomes apparent in various of the organization’s 

strategic choices, as for example in the way they define groups that are most vulnerable or left behind. WSM 

specifically focuses on workers/employees who are unable to enjoy their rights to social protection and 

descent work, i.e. workers within the informal economy (which is more than 80% of people in W-Africa) and 

workers who may be formally employed in precarious sectors but do not enjoy social protection or other social 

rights (e.g. artisanal mining, bus- and taxi drivers, etc.). In order to enable these groups to benefit from universal 

social rights, WSM focusses its activities according to the following dimensions: 1/ prevention of risks, 2/ pro-

motion of potentials (training and micro-credits), 3/ protection of vulnerable groups, and 4/ transformation. 

This fourth dimension is closely related to HRBA and focusses on empowerment of ‘right holders’ to claim their 

rights, to make their voice heard and to empower and mobilize them as active partners in development. To 

realize this objective, WSM supports workers (through technical, legal support) to establish labor unions, health 

insurance funds, federations of unions and funds, and more importantly, multi-actor networks and platforms 

that also include other organizations that share the same values and vision (e.g. other labor unions and health 
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insurance funds, youth and women organizations, actors within the informal economy,…). This way they 

create national and international networks on social protection that helps to engage in advocacy towards 

policy makers and to have real weight in defense of workers’ rights. Not only do the unions, funds and 

federations represent the needs of the most vulnerable, sometimes the latter are also engaged to directly 

speak up to policy makers. For example, it has been made possible for miners to address the Benin parliament 

directly regarding their needs.  

The Uganda field visit also showed the potential of the digital era, because it increases the opportu-

nities to strengthen the voice of the most vulnerable, even in rural areas, (e.g. mobile survey tech-

nology, remote sensing in combination with household surveys, …). 

2.2.3 Enacting policies to reach those left behind 

Policies to impact those left behind can be looked upon from the Belgian perspective (what does 

Belgium do to ensure policy coherence?) and from the global south perspective (what are Belgian 

actors doing to influence the policies in the global south?). We will in this chapter mainly focus on 

the activities in the field. The topic of policy coherence for development is tackled in the Indivisibility 

chapter.  

In relation to operationalizing the LNOB principle, the 2030 Agenda stresses the importance of 

moving out of the traditional thematic silos and engaging with a wide variety of relevant stakeholders. 

A stronger systemic (and integrated) approach is seen as prerequisite for being able to deal with the 

multiple factors contributing to vulnerability and the risk of being left behind (UNDP, 2018). The 

focus goes beyond examining, but also on participation of stakeholders - in the goals themselves, in 

review processes, and in the global partnership. This is important because it reinforces both a par-

ticipatory approach to (sustainable) development projects and the importance of civil society organ-

izations retaining and strengthening their links with wider civil society.  

While there are still many hurdles and challenges to be tackled before such systemic approach could 

become mainstreamed among Belgian development actors, there are some interesting developments 

in that direction in new programs where the SDGs, and the LNOB principle in particular, have been 

considered more strongly in the programme cycle. 

Firstly, the Belgian bilateral focus on fragile states and LDCs approximates the principle of LNOB 

in two ways: a focus on reaching out to those countries furthest behind and a focus on reaching out 

to those populations that are in a disadvantaged, vulnerable or marginalized situation. In terms of 

topics, Belgium has decided to promote human rights as a core theme of Belgium’s development co-

operation. It aims to mainstream the rights-based approach in all its interventions by focusing on 

specific individual rights of groups such as women and children; sexual and reproductive rights; and 

the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender people. It also strives to promote sustainable and 

inclusive economic development and strategic engagement with the private sector and civil society to 

achieve its objectives (OECD, 2018a). These policy choices are also quite visible in Enabel’s pro-

gramming documents (see Box 2.4). 
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BOX 2.4. ENACT: Bilateral programme Benin - Towards a systemic and integrated approach across 

different thematic sectors 

A notable example is the new bilateral programme that is making an attempt to operationalize a more sys-

temic approach. This involves for example a more thorough mapping of the various actors and their relation-

ships across the various thematic systems in which the programme works, namely Health (sexual and repro-

ductive health), Agriculture (pineapple supply chain) and Transport (Port of Cotonou). This mapping helps the 

programme to identify potential entry points within the various thematic systems. Furthermore, the pro-

gramme’s theory of change in relation to reaching the vulnerable is based on the programme’s commitment 

to capitalize on the linkages between the three thematic sectors in which it works. Within the agriculture sec-

tor, Enabel is particularly focusing on female producers of pineapple. It is assumed that their insertion in the 

pineapple value chain (through support in the production process and transport via the port of Cotonou) will 

lead to an increased income that will benefit the whole family. At the same time, part of the activities under 

the health component of the programme occur in the port area of Cotonou where many workers (e.g. port 

workers, vendors,…) are female and vulnerable particularly also in relation to access to health care. Interest-

ingly, according to Enabel Benin staff, this systemic approach is also being followed through in their monitoring 

and evaluation system which considers the whole programme portfolio instead of different systems for differ-

ent thematic programme components (as was more the case in previous programmes). There is now also a 

portfolio manager who has to supervise the synergy between the three thematic programme components. 

 

Although Enabel strongly focuses on ‘family farms’ (exploitations familiales) in their agricultural programme, 

they are aware that they are not always able to reach the most vulnerable as they work with farmers or 

potential entrepreneurs who have already reached a certain capacity level (e.g. access to land, able to 

read and write, …). At the same time Enabel has developed some strategies to facilitate access for the more 

vulnerable, especially women and youngsters, e.g.: Subsidizing certain activities for which a set of criteria is 

developed that allow the poorer to apply relatively easier than other groups of people (= a strategy that is 

being more and more generalized within Enabel); Actions to reach more youngsters: focus on themes that 

interest them, e.g. focus on digitalization and start-ups (instead of supporting them to become classic pro-

ducers, Enabel supports them to become active as service producers, e.g. digital systems to do agricultural 

follow-up); Linking up actors within the value chain: By bringing producers together with a processing com-

pany, and then the processing company with a trader, a win-win situation is created. This approach is widely 

used in Atacora and Monocofou and is now is also being recognized at the national level. 

Belgian development cooperation has also tried to increase complementarity within the development 

cooperation sector: reducing the number of partner countries, adapting (shrinking) eligible country 

lists and funding schemes for projects and programmes.  

2.3 Challenges with operationalising LNOB 

Results from the  scoping phase and the field visits provide deeper insights in the various challenges 

that development actors may face while trying to operationalize the LNOB principle. Some of these 

challenges are highlighted in the paragraphs below together with some suggestions on how to address 

them  

2.3.1  Dealing with the conceptual challenge 

The multidimensionality of the LNOB concept allows to accommodate a variety of interpretations 

and dimensions. The same goes for HRBA, since human rights are also multi-dimensional.  

However, vulnerability, and terms such as LNOB and HRBA remain relative concepts. For exam-

ple, thinking about poverty in absolute figures (income levels, size of the group of extremely poor 

people) will lead to different vulnerability assessment results, than thinking about inequality and 

inequality-gaps.  

The vulnerable are also a heterogeneous group. Acknowledging the heterogeneity of the vulnerable 

means that you need to acknowledge the often very diverging and sometimes conflicting needs or 
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interests of these different groups. Vulnerabilities can also shift over time, depending on shifting 

trends in the environment, by example changing climate, security or socio-economic contexts. 

Therefore, there is a need to become explicit about the parameters used to define vulnerability 

and actors will always need a narrative to justify choices on LNOB and will not be able to solely 

depend on quantitative indicators to proof LNOB.  

2.3.2 Dealing with the analytical challenge 

Most Belgian actors active in development cooperation have embraced the idea that development is 

complex, and that vulnerability is intersectional. There is awareness on the fact that people, groups, 

countries and places can be left behind due to several intersecting disadvantages with multiple drivers. 

Intersectionality and how to assess vulnerability in its multiple dimensions call for the use of specific 

analytical tools. 

The analytical challenge is three-fold. Firstly, how do we analyse who is being left behind? Secondly, 

what are possible negative or perverse effects? Thirdly, how do we analyse why groups are being left 

behind?  

Due to the shifting nature of vulnerabilities, tools and approaches to assess who is left behind 

will need to be flexible and definitions and approaches will need to be applied on a regular 

basis regardless of the method applied for identifying vulnerable groups and communities.  

Due to the heterogeneity of vulnerabilities, there are possible negative or perverse effects of 

an intervention on other vulnerable groups? How can this be tracked? This line of thought is 

also evidently linked to the SDG principle of interconnectedness and indivisibility. 

In current practices the question of ‘why’ is often overlooked. Why are certain people/groups 

vulnerable? Which mechanisms of exclusion are at work? What are the structural constraints 

that maintain the vulnerability? This analysis (which is a context analysis) is ideally carried out 

close to the field, i.e. by and/or with local stakeholders.  

From this we can take with us some preconditions for integrating LNOB. Firstly, analysis of vulner-

abilities needs to take place at the local level, as vulnerabilities are contextual. Country expertise and 

local knowledge are of crucial importance.  

Secondly, learning about or exchanging analytical tools might be of interest to several actors 

within the sector. There is much existing experience in this regard already. 

The research team sees the Joint Strategic Frameworks (JSFs) and Common Context Analysis 

as potential entry-point to bundle the analytical efforts and to pool contextual information (on 

sectors, regions, topics…). In the short term, the JSF process can already allow to exchange infor-

mation on vulnerability assessments, tools used for analysis and how to deal with data gaps and 

problems. 

Eventually the CCAs and JSFs should be carried out in the field, including local stakeholders and 

including an analytical focus on LNOB. The Belgian Embassy could play a role in organizing this 

process.  
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2.3.3 Dealing with the resource allocation challenge 

Choices must also be made regarding the stage in which (or level at which) LNOB should come 

into the picture of decision making. We can distinguish between the global, national, partner coun-

try, and intervention level. 

At a global level, we could use LNOB to identify the most vulnerable people on earth, or the most 

vulnerable states (such as fragile states and LDCs) or the most vulnerable groups (such as women, 

the poor, etc.) that have been left behind. These different parameters can lead to very different port-

folio allocations and subsequent intervention decisions. Belgian development co-operation has clearly 

chosen to give priority to support least developed countries (LDCs): 12 out of its 14 partner countries 

are LDCs. It strives to allocate 50% of its official development assistance to the LDCs and fragile 

states, but it is not yet there. Many NGOs also focus on globally recognized vulnerable groups 

(women, disabled people, ethnic minorities) or levers that are globally recognized as crucial for 

addressing vulnerability (climate, natural resources, conflict, water and sanitation, …). The allocation 

outcomes of these exercises might of course lead to very different choices: a relative approach of 

vulnerability looking at relative deprivation might justify interventions in India, or Brazil, while more 

absolute measurements of extreme poverty might lead you to intervene in Sub Saharan Africa. 

At a national level in the partner countries, one can introduce LNOB to think about most left behind 

regions and/or left behind groups (with possibly diverging decision outcomes). Belgium already 

prioritizes certain groups, such as women and girls, and a rights-based approach. Enabel, for example, 

has clearly prioritized gender as a transversal topic in all its country portfolios. 

At the intervention level, one can operationalize LNOB by identifying the most vulnerable groups  

who run the risk of being excluded and then design and implement targeted strategies to work with 

them. If an intervention does not focus or target vulnerable groups, linking the intervention to the 

impact on the vulnerable could still be present in the theory of change (and results framework). For 

example: how can an intervention supporting the private sector contribute to LNOB?  

The relevance of thinking about these levels is that organizations can use this as a possible means to 

inform decision making at the strategic level, down to the operational level.  

2.3.4 The data challenge 

All the above questions crucially hinge on the availability of local and disaggregated data. To 

ensure inclusion, countries require the political will, the resources, and the technical capacity to collect 

and analyse such data, and to use this data to inform policymaking and provide services at both 

national and sub-national levels (ODI, 2016). This however remains a key challenge in most LDCs 

where data-collection is hugely problematic, particularly on groups at risk. Though donors can par-

tially finance household surveys, such data might not give sufficient information on LNOB, nor suit 

intervention level information needs, nor guarantee that the most vulnerable are actually included in 

the census (UNDP 2016). Very localized, or very disaggregated data thus might need to be gathered 

by the implementing organization (or outsourced) but this is extremely costly. Hence there seems to 

be a need to bridge the data-gap.  

The field visits have shown that some organizations have been very creative in bridging that gap, 

because they have built up specific expertise to reach out and listen to vulnerable groups and to 

handle data around LNBO (e.g. DBA working with the most vulnerable groups at village level, Terres 

Rouges working directly with street kids).  
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To continue to improve on dealing with data challenges, lessons learnt need to be shared. Another 

attention point, particularly oriented to actors in the field, is to be aware of national coordinated 

efforts to monitor for SDGs and to subscribe existing approaches. An example of this is shown in 

Benin, where the government attempts to map the poorest 20% and analyse the underlying causes 

for extreme poverty through the P20 Approach, including a large variety of stakeholders3. 

2.3.5 Context matters: dealing with/working in a (semi-)hostile environment 

The importance of analyzing and monitoring the political context in the partner country is not 

to be underestimated here. In Benin, one of the most stable democracies in Sub Saharan Africa, there 

is more willingness to gather data, more space to examine vulnerability, more openness to empower 

groups to play the watchdog role. At the contrary, In Uganda, with a semi-authoritarian regime, 

empowerment of certain groups may be a lot more controversial and lead to tensions with the gov-

ernment. The many frictions over LGTB rights between the international community and the 

Ugandan government is a typical example.  

International interference in some domains may backfire and lead to increased repression of certain 

groups.  

Is targeting certain groups the best way forward? Or might labelling be harmful and stigmatizing? 

Are other strategies besides targeting maybe more promising? Pushing for universal policies for 

example? And which alliances are needed to be successful? There are no straightforward recommen-

dations that flow from this, except for the fact that working with/for the vulnerable (albeit directly 

or indirectly) requires a two-way reflection: 1) what is the political evolution and how does it affect 

the ones left most behind we are working with/for? What are the political tendencies? Is there a need 

to adapt our intervention to remain relevant (zooming out to the broader context), and 2) How might 

our political work affect the ones most left behind (and which ones?) (zooming in). In this line of 

thinking, the main concern should be ‘do no harm’. State authorities are of course not the only actors 

responsible for a hostile environment. Cultural barriers, social discrimination, community level 

exclusion, stigmatization, may render working with LNOB extremely difficult and results more diffi-

cult to achieve. One recommendation that flows from this is that organizations/actors working with 

the most vulnerable in hostile environments must be granted some degree of flexibility and a more 

long-term approach to showing results. This discussion is obviously directly linked to the owner-

ship/sustainability discussion. 

In some occasions NGAs and the Belgian government share concerns regarding political evolutions, 

human rights violations, or vulnerability of certain groups. Identifying joint goals and coordinating 

strategies to influence duty bearers might be an option. Sharing/pooling information on political 

tendencies/evolutions on the ground might also be a possibility. Again, the JSFs might provide an 

entry point to at least discuss such issues, and possibly go further to joint action.  

2.3.6  (Belgian) Policy coherence for development challenges 

Ideally, LNOB is a principle also shared by other departments and ministries. The Agenda 2030 is 

universal and indivisible and should be a priority by the federal government. We see however other 

interests, that influence development cooperation strategies. For example, security and migration 

 

3  The P20 approach focuses attention on the poorest 20% of people, who are often also the most vulnerable. This includes everyone 

currently in, or vulnerable to, absolute poverty, as well as those who by reasons of their identity (age, disability, belief, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation) are most vulnerable to poverty or exclusion. The P20 approach proposes that countries, donor agencies and civil society 

organizations choose a small number of bellwether indicators in line with their own priorities and monitor those regularly to show the 

public and politicians what progress is being made.(Development Initiatives, 2018). 
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concerns have entered the development debate. In addition, the strong call to involve the private 

sector and support the private sector in partner countries, raises a number of questions on how this 

is connected to LNOB and which theory of change is behind such policy choices. 

Within DGD itself, there are also no clear guidelines on the role and importance of LNOB. This 

discussion still needs to take place. From the research, it became clear that there should be thematic 

policy guidance notes that reflect on the importance of LNOB and justify the choice for not so poor, 

not so vulnerable regions or groups. And there should be guidance for the different channels on how 

to ensure LNOB in their interventions and ToC.  

2.3.7  ‘The trickling down effect’ challenge of (no-) policy choices 

Without clear guidelines or priorities on the SDGs (whether principles, targets and/or indicators), 

other Belgian actors operate in a policy vacuum. For example, Enabel, as implementing agency is 

somewhat caught in a policy void since DGD has not developed clear guidelines on the SDGs and 

the principles. Recent bilateral programmes have focused more on economic growth, and have had 

little attention to who is being left behind in this. As a result, though present in fragile states, the 

intervention area in which Enabel is active might not be linked to vulnerable regions or vulnerable 

groups. Whether the LNOB principle should also figure strongly in the in-country intervention areas 

should probably be a subject of discussion between DGD and Enabel.  

For NGAs it is also not entirely clear what the future will bring with regard to the SDGs: How 

committed is Belgium really? What is the depth and scope of this commitment? Is this not just 

another donor fad that will fade away in a couple of years? Is there a genuine willingness to adhere 

to the SDG principles, goals and targets? And, more importantly, how will this all be ultimately trans-

lated into requirements for funding, monitoring and evaluation, …?  

2.4 Ways forward?  

At this stage, Belgian actors autonomously decide if, when and how they engage with the LNOB 

principle. Even within organizations, different interpretations and conceptualisations of the principle 

can co-exist alongside each other. To the extent that such diversity does not undermine (organiza-

tional) effectiveness or does not lead to in-country trade-offs or tensions, variety can be considered 

an asset. 

 

At the same time, there are opportunities to take the LNOB principle beyond an implicit and rather 

fragmented level of implementation towards a more integrated (explicitly taken into consideration 

throughout the programme cycle) or even transformative level (addressing LNOB through a systemic 

and integrated approach). We would therefore recommend that development actors make explicit 

their parameters for defining vulnerability, as well as the level at which LNOB informs decision 

making (strategic, programmatic, operational?). At country level in the global south this might lead 

to a clustering of efforts and potential spillovers. 

Another reason to cherish the LNOB principle across the entire Belgian development cooperation 

sector, is that it creates a clear image, a shared goal, that can unify a sector that is traditionally 

perceived as fragmented and somewhat polarized. Furthermore, unifying a sector behind a (wide and 

open) principle is that it may set a strong frame which might survive electoral cycles and political 

changes in Belgium.  
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In order to mainstream LNOB within the Belgian development cooperation, we distinguish two 

levels where action is necessary: strategic/policy level (upstream, in Belgium) and the opera-

tional/technical level (downstream, in-country). Taking LNOB seriously will have implications on 

the role, scope and place of LNOB both at policy/strategy level and operational level. Some of these 

implications are illustrated in table 2.1 for the policy/strategy level and table 2.2 for the opera-

tional/intervention level. Both tables are not meant to be exhaustive but are rather seeking to inform 

further reflection and discussion by development actors who seek to strengthen the implementation 

of LNOB within their work.  

Table 2.1 Implications for implementing LNOB at policy/strategy level 

All actors DGD Enabel NGAs 

Develop a strong develop-
mental narrative based on 
SDGs and LNOB in particu-
lar. 

Practice what you preach. Do 
not delegate/overburden 
lower levels of implementa-
tion – set out clear guidelines, 
timeframes and implications. 

Use the Enabel programme 
cycles to enhance communica-
tion and coordination in the 
field. 

 

Use NGA programme cycles 
to enhance communication 
and coordination in the field. 

 

From an LNOB perspective, 
question the instrumentaliza-
tion of ODA for European 
and Belgian economic, migra-
tion and security interests. 

Consider the re-elaboration of 
DGD policy notes from an 
SDG/LNOB perspective – 
including in-house training on 
the principle and operational 
implications. 

 

 Use JSFs to deepen and 
localize context analysis and 
address data gaps, feasibly 
including local stakeholders in 
the process.  

 

Take a proactive role in sug-
gesting (towards DGD) strate-
gic guidelines regarding the 
operationalization of LNOB 

Monitor SDG commitment 

 

Establish clear timelines and 
provide clear communication 
to NGAs regarding LNOB 
expectations. 

 

 Set up dialogue with the sec-
tor, organize exchange and 
learning process around 
LNOB and related tools, pro-
vide if need be incentives to 
prioritize the LNOB principle. 

Watchdog role and advocate 
for 0,7% ODA  

In-house awareness raising Defend the bilateral concen-
tration of ODA in fragile 
states, and by extension push 
for LNOB as a reference prin-
ciple for in-country allocation: 
the default should be a focus 
on the most vulnerable, 
exceptions to bilateral alloca-
tion need to provide justifica-
tion + a TOC on positive 
impact on the most 
vulnerable. 

 

 Set-up intra-sector processes 
for capacity building and 
exchange on SDGs and 
LNOB specifically, including 
expliciting parameters to 
define vulnerability. 

 

There is a need to challenge 
existing analytical frameworks 
and assumptions by asking 
whether these are guiding 
actions towards global and 
universally inclusive goals, 
while being adaptable enough 
for every context. 

  Pro-active setting in motion 
of in-country preparation of 
JSFs 
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Table 2.2 Implications for implementing LNOB at operational/intervention level 

All actors DGD/Embassy Enabel NGAs 

Vulnerability assessments: In the formu-
lation phase of programmes/projects, sus-
tainability of interventions for the most vul-
nerable could be assessed more systemati-
cally and opportunities could be explored 
to identify sustainability indicators to be 
included in the M&E system.  

 

 Use operational tools to assess vulnerability and make 
ethical choices during the programme cycle: attending to all 
of the intersecting factors of inequality that prevent people 
from accessing the services they need and have rights to.  

Use operational tools to assess vulnerability and make 
ethical choices during the programme cycle: attending to all 
of the intersecting factors of inequality that prevent people 
from accessing the services they need and have rights to.  

 

  Ensure the TOC (Theory of Change) establishes a link 
between interventions and vulnerable groups 

Be explicit about parameters of vulnera-
bility  

  

If possible, break down silos between work 
areas, emphasizing a shared commitment to 
action that responds to, and seeks to trans-
form, the factors that leave so many people 
behind. For this, new evidence and data are 
needed, as well as innovative projects. 

 

 Engage in and initiate multi-stakeholder partnerships 
(MSPs) to enhance effectiveness, to share burdens and mul-
tiply benefits; and be awareness of national coordinated 
efforts to monitor for SDGs and to subscribe existing 
approaches (policy coherence and ownership). 

 

CCA/JSF: Active platform for identifying 
joint goals and coordinating strategies to 
influence duty bearers and to share pool 
information on political tenden-
cies/evolutions. 

Embassy should take 
a lead role in this pro-
cess 

 The CCA/JSF should allow 
exchanging information on 
vulnerability assessments, 
tools used for analysis and 
how to deal with data gaps 
and problems. 

 

Allow space, resources and time to learn 
from both failure and successes. 

 

   

Evaluation phase: Impact evaluations 
should include in-depth analysis on who is 
being left behind – enhancing learning. 

   

2.5 Practical tools for operationalizing LNOB 

A non-exhaustive overview of existing tools that may be helpful for development actors to opera-

tionalise LNOB is provided in appendix 1. The applicability and usefulness of some of these tools 

will be explored during the second phase of the SDG policy support research in 2020.  
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3 |  Multi-stakeholdership 

 “One of the main lessons I have learned during my five years as Secretary-General is that broad partnerships are 

the key to solving broad challenges. When governments, the United Nations, businesses, philanthropies, and civil 

society work hand-in-hand, we can achieve great things.” 

(Ban Ki-Moon – UN Secretary General) 

3.1 Partnering for change: why is it important? 

Development cooperation inevitably touches upon partnership relations (Bossyns & Verle, 2016). 

The complexity, scale, and interconnectedness of the current societal challenges that the SDG frame-

work is seeking to address, requires a concerted effort of a wide variety of different stakeholders. As 

such, the principle of multi-stakeholdership – which promotes cooperation and partnerships at dif-

ferent stages and spanning the boundaries of civil society, private sector, government, and academia 

– is ubiquitous across the 2030 Agenda.  

It responds directly to SDG 17 – which advocates a global partnership for the goals – and is closely 

linked to the notion of ‘shared responsibility’ as well as the idea of moving the paradigm of ‘helping 

the South’ to the paradigm of shared issues and responsibilities. Directly or indirectly the principle of 

multi-stakeholdership equally contributes to all other principles of the 2030 Agenda. Not only can it 

foster a more integrated approach linking different thematic sectors and policy domains (cf. section 

on indivisibility), it can also facilitate the operationalization of the LNOB principle. Therefore, any 

renewal of development cooperation in line with the SDG framework will need to give a central role 

to interventions, policies and structures that integrate this principle of multi-stakeholdership. 

Moreover, in reaching out and in recognition of the LNOB principle, it is equally important for actors 

to reach out to all groups, including the ones that are vulnerable and marginalized. Since the 1992 

Rio Summit, multi-stakeholdership has been launched to make multilateralism more inclusive and 

responsive to marginalized groups and as a remedy to the ‘participation gap’ (Bäckstrand, 2006). Key 

to reaching the SDGs, will be a continuing understanding that all stakeholders are needed at every 

level to assist states in achieving the goals and targets they pledged to reach, with the necessary 

financing and capacity building.  

The current global trend is that multi-stakeholder partnerships (MSPs) for the SDGs are becoming 

more and more mainstream. At present, however, they are operating with various levels of success. 

Building coalitions that actually work is a challenge that should not be underestimated. After all, 

collaboration is often strenuous and complex. Nevertheless, in the right situation, a collaborative and 

multi-stakeholder approach can be very promising.  

In line with international literature, this study shows that the added value of integrating multi-stake-

holdership as a guiding principle – when done in a thoughtful way - carries with it the possibility to 

be versatile. Not only can MSPs foster the mobilization and sharing of knowledge, expertise, tech-

nology and financial resources across geographies, sectors, levels and interest groups to support the 

achievement of the SDGs, they can also facilitate advocacy initiatives and policy and institutional 

coherence for sustainable development. In sum, strong, critical and well-structured partnerships are 
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essential for long-term and sustainable aid effectiveness (Bossyns & Verle, 2016). The question is 

thus not whether MSPs are a good or a bad thing, but the issues are how to determine when and 

where MSPs are relevant and feasible, which stakeholders should be involved and how to make MSPs 

as efficient and effective as possible. 

The next chapters elaborate on how the Belgian development actors currently implement MSPs. 

What steps have they taken so far? Is cooperative multi-stakeholdership considered constructive or 

rather confusing and can the existing partnerships speed up the implementation of sustainable devel-

opment as well as increasing stakeholder participation and legitimacy? What are the most common 

challenges related to multi-stakeholdership as experienced by the different development actors? Are 

there ways to overcome these barriers and what specific opportunities do we identify for the further 

integration of the principle in the Belgian development cooperation?  

3.2 Where do we stand? 

Results from the scoping phase and field visits in Benin and Uganda show that there exists consensus 

among the Belgian development actors on the importance of developing synergies and partnerships 

around common goals, programme content, strategies, and challenges. While this is not something 

new that came with the 2030 Agenda, there is a general recognition that the SDGs may have con-

tributed to the idea that looking for a more collaborative approach should be part and parcel of any 

strategic intervention. As complex development challenges are often too difficult for a single stake-

holder to tackle alone, actors increasingly recognize the need to work together in partnerships.  

But what does this actually mean? There are many different ways for stakeholders to work together 

and exploit promising new opportunities. Over the last year, we have come across dozens of examples 

of different types of multi-stakeholder partnerships. They differ depending on their purpose, scale, 

structure, organization, level of formalization, the type of stakeholders involved, their lifecycle, and 

their impact. In general, they range from short consultation processes to long-term engagements that 

evolve through different phases. Some of them are geared towards implementation and joint 

problem-solving (project- or programme-based collaboration), while other focus more particularly 

on information-sharing, dialogue, consensus-building, advocacy, decision-making, monitoring & 

evaluation, sharing logistics, etc. Whereas some partnerships are very structured - especially where 

actors are ‘repeat players’ in a given policy space - others tend to be more ‘one-shotters’, ad hoc and 

fluid. Moreover, not all MSPs have the same initiators: some are set up by governments (of the donor 

and/or recipient countries), while others are led by multi- or bilateral organizations, the civil society 

(including NGOs) or the private sector. Actors also appear to use different terms to describe these 

types of partnerships and the processes involved, such as coordination and consultation structures, 

networks, coalitions, alliances, platforms, stakeholder engagement, social dialogue, etc.  

In this report, we use the term ‘multi-stakeholder partnership’ (MSP) as the overarching concept, 

while acknowledging the variety and diversity in form, function and composition. So, when we talk 

about multi-stakeholderships, this can range from more ad-hoc multi-actor gatherings to very for-

malized processes in which people, groups of people and organizations work together on a common 

goal over a shorter or longer time (Brouwer & Woodhill, 2015). An MSP is never an end in itself, but 

always a means to contribute to the achievement of specific SDGs or to other SDG principles.  
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3.2.1 Who is involved in the MSPs?  

 

“If you don’t have a local partner in your intervention zone, you have no business there” 

It is clear that development cooperation actors are often confronted with the complexity of a multi-

tude of stakeholders, ownerships and different priorities in the countries and/or domains in which 

they operate. There are no limits to the type of stakeholders who might take part in an MSP (Brouwer 

& Woodhill, 2015). Many Belgian development actors have already a long tradition of cooperating 

with and involving local stakeholders in their respective programmes, including (representatives of) 

public authorities, local CSOs, academia and private sector actors. Apart from that, there also exists 

quite some experience among Belgian actors with collaborating with other NGAs (Belgian or other), 

Financial and Technical Partners (FTPs), other donors, etc. Moreover, within the current pro-

grammes there seems to be a growing engagement or collaboration with a larger variety of different 

stakeholders - through existing or new processes for planning, budgeting, implementation and mon-

itoring - with varying degrees of intensity and success. It is, however, not clear to what extent this is 

in response to Agenda 2030.  

In general, a stakeholder in an MSP is someone who can affect, or is affected by, decisions about an 

issue that concerns him or her (Brouwer & Woodhill, 2015). This issue can be very broad (e.g. access 

to clean water and sanitation in the case of the Belgian Water Platform) or rather narrow (e.g. climate 

change impacts village X). The danger with a too broad issue is that you may end up with an imprac-

tically long list of stakeholders to take into account. But if too narrow, you may miss stakeholders 

who are important for finding a solution. It is thus important to carefully delineate the issue and that 

issue or problem needs to be locally defined in view of local ownership and legitimacy of the MSP 

and intervention. Hence, there is a need to go beyond the Belgo-Belge construction of MSPs.  

BOX 3.1. MSP stakeholders: who are they?  

1/ The national development partner/ the government with its political structure, administration and institutions 

at different levels, including the legislative and the judiciary. According to the Paris Declaration (OECD, 2006, 

UNDP) the recipient country should be in the ‘driver’s seat’ of development policies. The policy dialogue 

between donors and recipient governments follows up on the commitments made with regard to aid effec-

tiveness. Often these dialogues take place with one or a few persons in a national ministry or a local 

administration (Bossyns & Verle, 2016), although also engagement with checks and balances institutions is 

important. Some sectoral dialogues include civil society actors. 

 

2/ The NGAs and civil society organizations. These include all non-State actors and not-for-profit structures that 

form the arena outside the family, state and the market where people associate to pursue shared objectives 

and ideals, whether political, cultural, social or economic. They can play an important role in communities, in 

service delivery, in providing evidence through research and in doing lobbying and advocacy. They can 

counterforce the political authority at different levels, provide feedback to the government on the results of 

policy implementation, organize initiatives of solidarity, etc.  

 

3/ The private sector (in the economic sense). Governments often expect a lot from their financial and extra-

financial contributions and also many of the Belgian development actors interviewed agree that private sec-

tor involvement is to some extent necessary to achieve the SDGs. Nevertheless, private sector engagement 

is also met with some skepticism and concerns.  

 

4/ The citizens, particularly the unorganized, voiceless poor and vulnerable, should also own the development 

process and should be actively involved in supporting and giving direction to this process. Their rights and 

aspirations are often forgotten by the central authorities and they might have different needs, interests and 

priorities than those set by government.  

 

5/ Other donor agencies and TFPs (Technical and Financial Partners) in the recipient country. 
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Essential to the start of any MSP initiative is a good analysis of who the different stakeholders are, 

their main strengths and weaknesses, how interactions between them in the field are organized, and 

how power relations play out (Dodds, 2019; Brouwer & Woodhill, 2016). To some extent, for the 

CSO channel the Common Context Analyses (CCAs) of 2015 can been seen as an effort to this aim 

since they include an analysis of the main civil society actors and public authorities in each sector, 

and their weaknesses, strengths and opportunities in the respective countries. But in their attempt to 

cover all the domains and sectors of the Belgian NGAs operating in a given country, the depth of 

the analysis and contextualisation per sector or sub-domain is limited.  

Moreover, within the development of a country – and in particular in a democratic decision making 

process – it is important to recognize that each of these constituents or stakeholder groups has a 

specific role to play and that to allow appropriate decision-making, it is important to reach a minimal 

consensus between the different stakeholders and their often opposing visions. There is however no 

one and easy way to do this. Essential is to first get a good understanding of different perspectives 

and motives among stakeholders or stakeholder groups involved. Parties usually want to work 

together because of the perceived mutual benefit. Moreover, change can only take place if negotia-

tions between different stakeholders provide sufficient agreement and support and if ‘safe spaces’ 

can be created. This demands time and effort and especially for civil society actors with limited 

resources, the latter is often challenging. However, without a thorough dialogue and extensive nego-

tiation, top-down decisions might lead to resistance. DGD could, however, propose certain standards 

with regard to quality of the analysis of the local problem and of the key stakeholders involved 

(including their power relations, interests, capacities, etc.). Of course, it is important to allow different 

stakeholders to also play their role beyond purely collaborative approaches. For CSOs, it is essential 

to be able to do lobby and advocacy work, or sometimes to organise protests as part of their political 

role in society. In the CSO toolbox for multi-stakeholdership, there should be both space for both 

dialogue and dissent (Kamstra, 2017). 

3.2.2 Different MSPs for different purposes 

Which forms can and/or do the current MSPs take? Within the current programmes of the Belgian 

development actors we could detect a growing diversity of different types of multi-stakeholder part-

nerships, depending on their goals (e.g. sharing knowledge, consensus building, providing services, 

setting standards, etc.), types of stakeholders involved, and so on. Generally speaking, the current 

MSPs can be subdivided into three broader types: (1) as an ‘add-on’, (2) integrated, or (3) with an 

eco-system perspective (see table 3.1). These forms should not be considered as three separate cate-

gories, but as approaches that can be plotted on a continuous line (Pollet & Huyse, 2018). The dis-

tinction also does not refer to a difference in quality, intensity or effectiveness. In fact, an add-on 

approach can – in certain circumstances – be highly effective, while an integrated approach can fail 

to deliver the expected quality and effectiveness. Context matters, hence, the type must always match 

the desired function, which in turn depends on the desired outcome.  



29 

 

CHAPTER 3 | MULTI-STAKEHOLDERSHIP  

Table 3.1 Different types of multi-stakeholder approaches (adapted from Pollet & Huyse, 2019) 

As an add-on A more integrated approach Eco-system perspective 

Multiple actors exchange information, 
coordinate, or work alongside each 
other to address different components 
of a development-related goal.  

 

Actors implement their own pro-
grammes but the interaction generates 
an add-on value to the existing plans 
and programmes of the respective part-
ners.  

Multiple actors work in an integrated 
way to jointly address a development-
related goal.  

 

Different actors are involved in the 
planning, implementation and follow 
up of joint programmes. 

Contributing to the strengthening of an 
ecosystem of different societal organi-
zations working on a specific theme. 
Depending on the thematic area, the 
focus might be on different combina-
tions of academic, business, civil 
society, and/or governmental institu-
tions. 

 

(e.g.: social and ecological upgrading of 
supply chains)  

3.2.3 Multi-stakeholdership as an add-on 

Throughout the research, we could detect that multi-stakeholder approaches are clearly being 

encouraged, which is reflected in a significant number of coordination structures and platforms that 

could be classified within the first category of the typology. These structures mainly offer spaces for 

dialogue and consultation at various levels where different stakeholders can meet and exchange 

information. Think, for example, of initiatives such as the Be-cause Health and Educaid Platforms. 

The latter platform offers a thematic meeting space and learning environment in which organizations 

and individuals (both members and non-members) share and build up knowledge on specific educa-

tional challenges in the South and about successful ways to deal with those challenges. It also con-

tributes to the formulation, implementation and follow-up of the Belgian development policy regard-

ing education and training and last but not least, it also encourages complementarity and synergy in 

the field by putting emphasis on a multi-stakeholder and multi-sectoral approach through which 

pupils and educational teams as well as local communities, civil society and governmental authorities 

are involved. The Be-Cause Health Platform operates in a similar way.  

BOX 3.2. Sector coordination platforms in Benin and Uganda 

In Benin, various Belgian NGOs have set up sector-focused coordination platforms at the departmental level 

focusing on specific sectors and involving different donors, NGOs and departmental agencies. They mainly 

facilitate information exchange between the NGOs and the Ministry of Agriculture about their respective 

activities. This has not yet resulted in a strategic collaboration, but it did contribute to the cross fertilization of 

approaches and potential solutions for common problems (e.g. development of a toolbox around agro-ecol-

ogy). It also helps to build relationships between members of the platform who in the case of the Atacora 

platform have taken steps to develop a collaboration with the 3AO international alliance on agro-ecology 

who is active in Togo, Benin, Burkina Faso and Senegal.  

 

Another example was given by VVOB in Uganda. As a partner in the of ‘Solutions for Youth Employment (S4YE) 

- a multi-stakeholder coalition among public sector, private sector, civil society actors, government officials, 

foundations, think tanks, and young people - they aim to provide leadership and resources for catalytic action 

to increase the number of young people engaged in productive work. 

Another example of the add-on approach are the country Joint Strategic Frameworks (JSF), although 

over time they could contribute to more integrated approaches. These frameworks have encouraged 

the establishment of different technical partnerships and strategic alliances on the ground. They 

regroup a large number of non-governmental development actors (ACNGs) around different com-

mon strategic targets. According to the indirect actors, the JSFs have had significant added value, 

albeit not in all countries to the same extent. In certain countries (e.g. Benin, Uganda) it has encour-

aged actors to meet each other more systematically and to share information on approaches, strate-

gies, results, and challenges, and it has also allowed actors to address issues from a more systemic 

point of view – each with his own means and expertise – to increase efficiency and effective use of 
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resources, and hence to consolidate better results within the limited time span of four to five years. 

However, for the JSF-partnerships to move from an ‘add-on approach’ to a more integrated form of 

collaboration and to really boost the development of genuine common projects/programmes, a num-

ber of significant challenges and conditions still need to be taken into account.  

First of all, according to various respondents, the JSF was formulated too late, i.e. when NGAs were 

already far advanced in the process of program formulation. As such, the commonalities between 

actors and programmes were identified ex-post, while in fact this should have taken place ex-ante: 

first an agreement should be negotiated on the shared vision and goals, the subsequent operational 

strategies, practical interventions, budget allocations, etc., and only after that the individual NGA-

programmes should be formulated. As mentioned earlier, this process should always include consul-

tations, dialogues and agreements with the local partners. A JSK must be made in the country, with 

local partners and possibly other NGAs from other countries. 

Secondly, it was stated by a large number of respondents that an integrated approach requires time: 

organizations need time to get to know one another and to get a clear view on each other’s aspirations 

and practical approaches. Within the limited timeframe it was often not possible for actors to really 

explain their approaches and to discuss on how they could integrate their programmes to jointly and 

effectively support the same group of beneficiaries. Also, in reality the number of consultations 

between different actors was often limited and the relevance of the JSF was sometimes perceived as 

artificial, especially due to the geographical and thematic diversity of the different actors involved (cf. 

JSF Uganda). Moreover, there also appears to be a problem of transparency (i.e. not every partner is 

willing to share all data) and a need for better follow-up and increased capitalization of lessons learnt. 

Also, the question arises as to whether it is necessary to work with national JSFs or rather with the-

matic or sectoral JSFs. And finally, is (can) focusing the partnership on the Belgian actors (be) only, 

counterproductive for fostering local ownership and linkages with local actors? 

So for the JSF-partnerships to move from an ‘add-on’ approach to a more integrated way of working 

or with an ‘eco-system perspective’, these challenges of timing, ownership (not solely a formality), 

sufficient time to organize consultation and dialogue beyond the list of Belgian actors in a given 

country; and coordination and leadership; still need to be overcome.  

3.2.4 Integrated multi-stakeholdership 

The Belgian actors recognize that the availability of spaces for exchanging information is not enough 

and that there is need to move towards higher levels of multi-stakeholder integration, by which mul-

tiple actors are involved in the planning, implementation and follow-up of joint programmes and 

work in an integrated way to jointly address a development-related goal.  

To that effect, Enabel (particularly since the transformation from BTC to Enabel) and various 

NGAs have taken steps to initiate other forms of collaboration (e.g. with other NGAs, universities, 

businesses, etc.) whereby different actors collaborate in a more integrated way towards a common 

objective. The Strategic Note on Agriculture and Food Security4 is exemplary for the ambition to 

move to a more integrated multi-stakeholder approach (as well as the indivisible character of the 

SDGs). This note should serve as a reference framework for cooperation programmes aiming to be 

financed by the Belgian Development Cooperation Directorate (including the bilateral, multilateral 

and nongovernmental channels). The vision of the note refers to the ambition to operate aligned to 

 

4  FOD (2017), Van overleven naar ondernemen. Strategienota ‘Landbouw en voedselzekerheid’ voor de Belgische 

Ontwikkelingssamenwerking, Brussels: FOD DGD. This note is targeted to the different cooperation channels, but it is expected that 

the bilateral cooperation would be the prime user of the proposed strategy. 
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the SDGs and it is expected that multi-stakeholdership will be resulting from the efforts of the dif-

ferent strategies it includes (e.g. on the participation of farmers to local and regional markets and 

value chains, good governance, support to research and innovation, etc.). It is however still unclear 

to what extent this note holds in the actual day-to-day practices of development actors’ interventions. 

In addition, Enabel and NGAs also point to the need for clarity and possible guidelines on how 

interactions with certain actors, especially the private sector, should take shape. 

More ambitious forms of integrated approaches require working together during the formulation 

stage of an intervention, taking advantage of each other’s expertise, close collaboration with local 

actors, and an adaptive programming approach allowing plans to change based on lessons learnt 

during implementation (see box 3.3). Finally, for an MSP to be effectively integrative and sustainable, 

the start of the MSP lifecycle ought to be organic and bottom-up based on common values, aspira-

tions and complementary expertise. It is not enough for a top-down actor (e.g. DGD) to simply call 

for multi-stakeholdership and synergies. DGD has to actively foment such channels and be open to 

venues created from below. In fact, for MSPs to achieve deep and transformational change, they 

should be problem and ambition driven, and problems and ambitions of involved actors need to be 

locally identified (Brouwer & Woodhill, 2015). Moreover, from an integrated or systems perspective, 

one would start from the underlying structural causes of certain problems and by means of a systemic 

analysis find out what the important strategic elements are of the system that an intervention can 

weigh on. Such an ambition for more structural changes will require more than just technical input 

but also attention for the political economy.  

BOX 3.3. UNI4COOP Programme 

One example of an integrated MSP is provided by the UNI4COOP programme which involves a long-term 

collaboration between four University NGOs (Eclosio, Louvain Cooperation, ULB Cooperation, FUCID) which is 

not bounded by specific programs/projects. According to representatives from the constituting organizations 

some key characteristics of this collaboration include the fact that it was not ‘imposed’ top-down upon the 

actors. Actors had also taken enough time to formulate a common objective and to identify opportunities for 

collaboration. To that effect, different workshops had been organized in the different countries where the 4 

NGOs are active to discuss about the common goals and potential ways to collaborate whether thematically, 

geographically or within specific interventions. Being able to take advantage of eachothers specifc expertise 

and experience in order to contribute to a common goal is seen as an important added value of this type of 

partnership.  

 

The AMSANA initiative in Benin provides a second example of an integrated MSP. It involves a collaboration 

between 4 NGOs (Protos, Red Cross, Iles de Paix, Louvain Cooperation) and Enabel (previously BTC). It was 

the last initiative in Benin to be financed by the former Belgian Fund for Food Security (BFVZ) running from 

2015-2020. The programme uses a multi sectorial approach whereby roles and responsibilities of the Belgian 

partners are clearly outlined during the formulation of the programme in which all partners were involved. 

Furthermore, each of the Belgian partners also engaged in a collaboration with other local actors during 

programme implementation (e.g. government actors at national and local levels, cooperations, local NGOs 

and other donors). The added value of working in a holistic and complementary way (addressing food secu-

rity by focusing on agricultural production, environmental sustainability, health, entrepreneurship, etc.) by 

taking advantage of the expertise on nutrition (Red Cross), water management (Protos), micro credits 

(Louvain cooperation), family horticulture and sustainable maize production (Iles de Paix), and institutional 

support and coordination (Enabel) was seen as a particular strength. Also the close collaboration with local 

actors and an adaptive programming approach allowing plans to change based on lessons learned during 

implementation was considered as key elements for programme effectiveness and for ensuring durability of 

the programme results. On the other hand, it was also recognized during the interviews that the full potential 

of multi-stakeholdership had not yet been realized and that more needed to be done to be able to talk about 

a truly joint programme. Also with the termination of the BFVZ fund there was a strong concern that the various 

actors would revert back to their own spheres of work after the programme has ended. 

Beyond Chocolate (see box 3.4) is an example of MSP that can be positioned somewhere halfway on 

the continuum between an integrated and an ecosystem approach. It has elements of an ecosystem 
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approach in the way it addresses multiple development challenges at a systemic level, engaging the 

complete cacao importing sector in Belgium around shared global challenges (deforestation, living 

income, ...). It also engages with other relevant stakeholders on the Belgian side: a selection of CSOs, 

universities, etc. On the other hand, other aspects of Beyond Chocolate do possibly not fully reach 

the level of an ecosystem approach, such as the fact that the actors in the MSP approach are largely 

restricted to those downstream in the value chain (retail, cocao importing companies, other Belgian 

stakeholders) and not those upstream (CSOs, stakeholders and governments in the cocoa growing 

countries); and there are no attempts to strengthen the local ecosystems for environmental and social 

upgrading in the producing countries (local CSOs, think tanks, universities, consultancy bureaus, and 

governments).  

BOX 3.4. Beyond Chocolate 

Beyond Chocolate is a high-profile multi-stakeholder partnership established in December 2018 under the 

then minister of development cooperation De Croo. As the Belgian chocolate industry is one of the world’s 

largest importers of cocoa beans, the programme has the ambition to impact positively on the lives of 

approximately 275,000 smallholder cocoa growers in Africa, Latin-America and parts of Asia. More specifi-

cally, Beyond Chocolate wants to contribute to ecological and social upgrading of the cocoa supply chain 

of the Belgian chocolate industry, by ending deforestation, stimulating education for future generations and 

providing a living income for cocoa growers. By 2025 this is expected to lead to all chocolate produced 

and/or sold in Belgium to be complying with certification standards and/or covered by a corporate sustaina-

bility scheme. In 2025, the signatories will also comply with agreements included in the Cocoa & Forests Initia-

tive. By 2030, the goals related to a living income for cocoa growers and deforestation will need to be 

achieved. The Beyond Chocolate partnership was signed by more than 100 stakeholders from the chocolate 

industry, public sector, NGO’s, retail sector, universities, trade unions, impact investors, labels and member 

organizations labels. 

Despite many initiatives, it is being recognized that the full potential of multi-stakeholdership has not 

yet been realized and that more needs to be done to be able to talk about truly joint programme 

instead of a juxtaposition of different programmes. It is clear that MSPs sometimes fail or work 

inadequately because of insufficient investment in creating a shared understanding of perspective and 

motives, clear and measurable goals, a shared language, and truly agreed working processes in the 

partnership, including evaluation/review mechanisms that allow joint learning and continuous devel-

opment. This also includes developing a clear vision about the circumstances under which a MSP 

might not be the right response and other theories of change are required. 

Various respondents also referred to the importance of a long-term vision at the side of the Belgian 

ministry of development cooperation and DGD on the strengthening of multi-stakeholder 

approaches. Developing such a vision within DGD is of particular importance as experience from 

the field shows that MSP-endeavors require time, energy, and budget to be established, evolve, 

mature, and be maintained. Since MSPs usually involve an intense initiating phase, their implementa-

tion and impact will only show later. Therefore, MSPs require longer time horizons than classical 

project work. 

3.2.5 Opportunities to move towards an ecosystem perspective? 

Collaboration from an eco-system perspective encourages those in the field to address complex 

development goals together with different actors (sometimes with opposing views) within a 

delineated societal system. Depending on the thematic area, the focus might be on different combi-

nations of academic, business, civil society, and/or governmental institutions. This approach does 

not necessarily mean that you have to work in a multi-sectoral way. Subscription to the eco-system 

perspective can also occur within one and the same sector or subsector.  
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Enabel’s new programme in Benin could be seen as an example of an intervention that has taken 

some initial steps to approach multi-stakeholdership from an ecosystem perspective. One important 

aspect of the programme that resonates with an ecosystems perspective is its deliberate effort to 

engage with a wide variety of different societal stakeholders (government, private sector, micro credit 

institutions, civil society, other donors, academic institutions, local service providers, …) across the 

three thematic sectors (agriculture, transport, health) linked to a specific value chain (pineapples). 

Also its cluster approach regarding the pineapple value chain is in line with an ecosystems perspective. 

Clusters are groups of firms (including informal SME’s) engaged in similar or related economic 

activities. Firms in a cluster are linked either vertically – in a buyer–seller relation – or horizontally, 

by competing and collaborating to enhance their efficiency in serving the common markets or 

acquiring similar technology, labour, and raw materials.  

BOX 3.5. Enabel cluster approach in Benin  

Enabel already has built up considerable experience with such cluster approach in Atacora and Monocofou 

departments in Benin. This approach involved bringing producers together with a processing company, and 

the processing company with a trader, in order to create a win-win. The processing company can take out a 

loan because it has a certain piece of equipment. It then puts the loan at the disposal of the producer allow-

ing the producer to produce and to deliver to the processing company. Enabel also seeks to work together 

with microcredit institutions to develop financial products that are adapted to the agricultural sector and to 

SMEs, including individual small-scale farmers. 

Earlier research by HIVA-KU Leuven (Pollet & Huyse, 2018) identified a more established example 

of an ecosystem approach in the area of entrepreneurship and business development. The pro-

gramme by the Swedish development agency SIDA at the Tanzanian Commission for Science and 

Technology (COSTECH) used a triple-helix approach to develop and strengthen the innovation and 

employment creation activities of SME clusters in several regions in Tanzania (box 3.6). This triple 

helix model contributes to the intertwined interests and engagements between academia, government 

and industries in the sectors of research, production and broader economic activities (Reddy,2005)5. 

Under the triple helix model, innovation is cultivated from inventions within the government-funded 

facilities such as incubators, science parks, and at the venture capital enterprises in which universities 

have an important role to play in supporting their research and training activities (Etzkowitz & 

Leydesdorff, 2000)6. 

BOX 3.6. Swedish universities and SIDA in Tanzania: strengthening academia-industry-government 

through a triple-helix approach 

The programme of SIDA at the Tanzanian Commission for Science and Technology (COSTECH) was in first 

instance directed to research activities at the University of Dar-Es-Salaam with regard to molecular biology 

and biotechnology. One of the offshoots of the programme was developed following the triple helix model, 

a collaboration academia-industry-government. This included the establishment of so-called ‘cluster initia-

tives’, for example around mushroom and seaweed farming by way of ‘cluster initiatives’. Clusters are group 

of firms engaged in similar or related economic activities. Firms in a cluster are linked either vertically in a buyer 

seller relation or horizontally by competing and collaborating to enhance their efficiency in serving the com-

mon markets, or acquiring similar technology, labour and raw materials. Both governmental and academic 

actors have played an important role in catalysing cluster formation, by facilitating the access to technology, 

and by building mutual trust among the firms involved. Originally initiated through seed money from SIDA as 

far back as 2003, Tanzania’s mushroom growers association today has a membership of 4000. The seaweed 

sector attracted over 23000 farmers of which 90% were female. Seaweed has become an important ingre-

dient in food processing as well as in other consumable products (soap and toothpaste). By 2015, there were 

67 cluster initiatives in Tanzania, some flourished, others did not take off. While the final outcome of the eco-

system approach shows a mixture of success and failure, the case demonstrates that it is perfectly possible to 

 

5  Reddy, P. (2005). R&D-related FDI in developing countries: Implications for host countries. Globalization of R&D and Developing 

Countries, 24. Retrieved from http://unctad.org/en/docs/iteiia20056_en.pdf#page=97. 

6  Etzkowitz, H., & Leydesdorff, L. (2000). The dynamics of innovation: From national systems and ‘mode 2’ to a triple helix of university–

industry–government relations. Research Policy, 29(2), 109–123. 
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strengthen ecosystems around innovative entrepreneurship through a model of multistakeholder-oriented 

research collaboration. 

3.2.6 Strategic engagement with the private sector 

Cutting across the 2030 Agenda is the ongoing debate on the role of the private sector in development 

and development cooperation (Vaes & Huyse, 2015, 2015b). Since long, the private sector is being 

considered as an important force in economic growth and in global development, but currently also 

increasingly as a vital actor who should be directly involved in addressing global development chal-

lenges. It is believed that an engaged business sector is critical for innovation, technical advancement 

and sustainable economic growth (OECD, 2018; UNDG7).  

Currently, various Belgian actors – some due to the nature of their mandate (e.g. BIO, Finexpo, 

DGD, Enabel, and some NGAs) - interact, directly or indirectly, with the private sector. Others – 

mainly the indirect actors – have not (yet) done this but sense increased pressure to do so, emanating 

from the (national and international) political discourse, policies and strategies. Although many 

appear open to such experiments, they have not yet translated it into actual implementation or budget 

allocation, mainly because they lack the modalities and know-how to actively form such partnerships. 

In fact, a lot of uncertainty (with Enabel, NGAs) still exists with regards to common intervention 

methods, objectives, streamlining of approaches, etc. in relation to the private sector. At the same 

time there are more fundamental doubts and questions regarding the legitimacy, efficiency and effec-

tiveness of private sector involvement in development processes (cf. Vaes & Huyse, 2015; Bossyns 

& Verle 2016). Are profit aspirations and a business rationale always compatible with development 

objectives? Will it lead to a transformation of business models or are companies mainly SDG-washing 

their activities without much substance and real commitment to subscribe to the 2030 Agenda? Are 

public-private partnerships leading to a weakening of the public sector and is the public sector out-

sourcing its responsibility for the SDGs to the private sector? (Hege & Demailly, 2018) 

Moreover, while most NGOs interviewed acknowledge that private sector involvement is to some 

extent necessary to achieve the SDGs, they underline that this involvement must be transparent and 

ambitious, and that it is essential to ensure companies actually deliver on their commitments to the 

SDGS. Also, how should we deal with trade-offs between fundamental humanitarian principles and 

collaboration with the private sector? It has been shown, for example, that PPPs offer suffer from 

low transparency and limited public scrutiny, which undermines democratic accountability (Concord, 

2017). And while there may be positive examples of PPPs in the health sector, private sector involve-

ment may lead to the proliferation of private health providers that are unregulated and unaccountable, 

providing health services which are not available for the poorest populations (Concord, 2017). So 

how can a focus on strengthening entrepreneurship and the private sector effectively help to reach 

the most vulnerable (cf. LNOB). Private sector involvement usually focuses on the formal economic 

system, while in most LICs the majority of people belong to the informal economy (e.g. subsistence 

farmers, ambulant vendors, landless peasants, etc.) and as such remain under the radar of the private 

sector engagements. Many questions thus remain.  

It is however important that, when we speak of private sector involvement, we make a distinction 

between private sector for development or private sector engagement (PS4D) on the one hand and 

private sector development (PSD) on the other hand. Whereas the former groups all initiatives “that 

involve or engage private sector actors in development in ways that go beyond their regular business 

practices”, the latter includes “all activities carried out by governments and development organiza-

tions with the aim of developing a vibrant private sector in developing countries” (Vaes & Huyse, 

2015b, p.9). This distinction is not always very clear-cut as both sometimes overlap. It is nevertheless 

 

7  https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/ 

https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/
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important to recognize that the private sector can play different roles in development (and sometimes 

simultaneously).  

 

Private sector IN development (PSD) 

Over the years, the Belgian cooperation has adapted its policy and strategies in line with the evolution 

of the international paradigm towards more support for development of the private sector. The Stra-

tegic Note ‘Support to the Private Sector’ – which dates from 2014 and thus preceded the 2030 

Agenda -, however, clearly states that the private sector is not and end in itself but rather, by its 

transversal nature, a means to achieve the development objectives that Belgium has committed to. 

Within the PSD story, BIO is of course the leading player, but not the only one. Also, other Belgian 

actors provide support to the private sector from the logic behind PSD that economic growth is 

essential for development and that this is best achieved through promoting the private sector. These 

actors include Enabel (e.g. through their focus on agricultural value chains), the Trade for Develop-

ment Centre (TDC), and various non-governmental actors. To that aim, they build up different kinds 

of partnerships with businesses (small and larger), microcredit institutions, private foundations, etc. 

This kind of support and partnerships are, however, still quite fragmented by the lack of a compre-

hensive strategic framework and coordination mechanisms between the different actors (FOD, 

2018). To this moment, all have their specific mandates, expertise, targets and tools and therefore 

mainly operate separately, but at the same time there are also clear overlaps (e.g. same kind of activi-

ties or target groups) that should allow the development of more synergies and partnerships in the 

future. Also, the SDGs and the underlying principles (LNOB, indivisibility) can/should provide guid-

ance in this regard and can stimulate actors to look beyond the Belgo-Belge frame. Currently, com-

plementarity is sought with BIO (by DGD and Enabel). For example, BIO has been systematically 

involved in the PSD-studies that have been carried out for each new Partner Country bilateral pro-

gramme. It is, however, also acknowledged that some ‘middle section’ of the investment continuum 

(between low risk and high-risk investments, targeting different sections of the society) is still to be 

developed.  

 

Private sector FOR development (PS4D) 

With Agenda 2030 - which encompasses all sustainable development needs - the need for a way to 

finance development is very high on the global political agenda. It is clear that the current composi-

tion of financing sources is not up for the challenge (Vaes & Huyse, 2015b). Therefore, and particu-

larly since the Addis Ababa Action (Agenda 2015) and the OECD-DAC Blended Finance Principles 

(2018), it is a global trend for both Northern and Southern providers of development cooperation to 

encourage the private sector to get (more) involved in development-related activities. This can be 

done in different ways: for example, by installing public-private or cross-sector partnerships, by 

deploying the private sector as implementer of aid programmes, by mobilizing private sector finance 

and expertise, through corporate social responsibility (CSR), etc. (Vaes & Huyse, 2015b).  

This philosophy of looking for ways to tap into businesses’ resources (expertise, networks, data, 

financial, technical and innovation capacity) (Vaes & Huyse, 2015b) is also reflected in various Belgian 

policies and initiatives, albeit only since recently. The national call for projects for the Business Part-

nership Facility ‘Enterprises for SDGs’, for example, which was launched by DGD and the King 

Baudouin Foundation in 20188 - aims at supporting business projects working with NGOs and aca-

demics on meeting at least one of the SDGs. Another example is that of the Queen Mathilde’s round-

table discussions with companies about the SDGs at the Federation of Enterprises in Belgium (FED). 

Also the more recent Belgian Instruction Letters for various of the recipient countries (e.g. Benin, 

 

8  https://www.kbs-frb.be/en/Newsroom/Press-releases/2018/20181212AJ 

https://www.kbs-frb.be/en/Newsroom/Press-releases/2018/20181212AJ
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Rwanda) – as a way to promote multi-stakeholdership – encourage the private sector in particular to 

be involved in the respective programmes.9 These instructions, in turn, are being (or have already 

been) integrated into the new bilateral Country Strategies. Nevertheless, there has been quite some 

critique from development actors about the fact that a lot of informal consultation processes between 

(Belgian) development actors already take place before the installation of the formal instruction letter 

and that these processes should also be taken into account or at least should be more transparent.  

Throughout the research, it has become clear that various Belgian development actors are currently 

experimenting with PS4D and are building bridges between the private sector and development ini-

tiatives, for example through the development of public-private partnerships (PPPs) or by engaging 

in public-public collaborations with a more indirect cooperation with the private sector.  

BOX 3.7. Enabel ‘Skilling Uganda’ Programme 

Currently the Enabel ‘Skilling Uganda’ (SSU) programme wants to increase the employability of youth through 

better quality of instruction and learning in Skills Development and by making it more responsive to labor 

market needs. To that aim, Enabel not only encourages but also directly engages in the development of PPPs 

in the project (e.g. with a telecom operator (‘MTN’). The project also established a multi-stakeholder govern-

ance/coordination mechanism and equally stimulates PPPs amongst local actors.  

Within the framework of skills development reforms in Uganda, Enabel and World Bank are also supporting 

new skills development funding mechanisms. The World Bank-funded Skills Development Facility is imple-

mented by the Private Sector Foundation Uganda (PSFU) countrywide. 

Enabel implements the following skills development funding interventions through the Support to Skilling 

Uganda project: In the Albertine-Rwenzori region the Skills Development Fund promotes joint-ventures 

between training providers and the local private sector, against the backdrop of an expected oil-infused 

economic development. This component is funded by the Belgian Government. 

Through widening the scoop of call for proposals, the Skilling Uganda team has opened the door to more 

private sector involvement. 

 

BOX 3.8. Cooperation between VECO/RIKOLTO and COLRUYT 

RIKOLTO / VECO and Colruyt have been working together since 2002 on sustainable development practices 

for products that are sold in supermarkets. In the past they have already collaborated on rice in Benin and on 

canned asparagus in Peru. This has stimulated a thorough reflection on value chains that are advantageous 

for small producers in the South.  

Rikolto also actively participates in an international multi-stakeholder platform – The Sustainable Rice Platform 

(SRP) that was established in 2011 and is co-convened by UN Environment and the International Rice Research 

Institute (IRRI). The platform brings together actors from the development sector (UN, NGAs, bilateral devel-

opment organizations, etc.), academia and the private sector to promote resource efficiency and sustaina-

bility in trade flows, production and consumption operations, and supply chains in the global rice sector. It 

also pursues public policy development and voluntary market transformation initiatives to provide private, 

non-profit and public actors in the global rice sector with sustainable production standards and outreach 

mechanisms that contribute to increasing the global supply of affordable rice, improved livelihoods for rice 

producers and reduced environmental impact of rice production.  

As such, the platform could be seen as a good example of an initiative that integrates the private sector FOR 

and IN development. 

Despite the current notable initiatives, most development actors are still left with many questions 

with regard to private sector engagement. For example, how to provide adequate incentives to private 

corporations for them to fully integrate development investments into their business models? Also, 

in order to step up efforts to stimulate private investment, there is a need for policy and guidelines 

or regulatory framework to facilitate this.  

 

9  Benin: public-private & brokering cooperation of the Ports of Antwerp and Cotonou 
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3.3 Ways forward  

Agenda 2020 reinforces the need for higher ambition levels in relation to existing multi-stakeholder 

approaches. It is clear that just agreeing to work together is no guarantee of success. To operationalize 

such higher ambition levels, it will be important to make use of the experiences and lessons learned 

with past and ongoing multi-stakeholder approaches and initiatives.  

3.3.1 General recommendations 

Capitalizing on existing structures. Many actors have already taken major steps in collaborating 

with different stakeholders (including international and/or local actors from government agencies, 

civil society, academics, private sector, …). So, maybe there is no need for more MSPs, but rather 

more efficient and effective ones? To ensure the added value of a new partnership it will be important 

to check whether there already exists a partnership that works and hence whether it makes sense to 

start another one. If there already exists a partnership that has been preceded by a thoughtful, trans-

parent and facts-based dialogue at technical, policy and political level and about which there exists 

evidence of its functionality and effectiveness, it is obvious that connection is sought instead of 

installing unnecessary parallel structures. As setting up and particularly maintaining an MSP can be 

an intensive, time-consuming and expensive process, the decision that an MSP is the best way to 

approach a particular concern or opportunity should always be preceded by a thoughtful reflection 

process. Is an MSP the only way to address this concern? Is it the most cost-effective way? Will the 

benefits be sufficient? Or may there be better, faster, or more effective ways to arrive at the same 

result?  

MSPs to address ‘wicked problems’. Development issues, problems or goals are often quite com-

plex and diffuse, i.e. ‘wicked’. This is because the causes are often interdependent, there are several 

(un)involved stakeholders with different levels of knowledge, expertise and responsibility and there 

is usually no standard or clear-cut solution available. For example, though there is sufficient 

knowledge about how to organize, issue out and recuperate micro-credit loans, we know a lot less 

about how to ‘develop’ good entrepreneurship. The latter is a ‘wicked’ challenge. In the same vein, 

we know how to organize vaccination campaigns, or distribute HIV-aid medication, but promoting 

responsible sexual behavior is a wicked problem. Most developmental challenges boil down to chang-

ing human behavior, which is immensely challenging and complex, with often unintended, unfore-

seen consequences. To tackle a wicked problem, the transformation strategy must be developed grad-

ually, with an emphasis on continuous feedback, learning and adapting. That requires a way of think-

ing that takes into account the bigger picture (cf. holistic thinking), which means recognizing the full 

range of causal factors that underlie the problem and also a focus on a broader, collaborative 

approach. Wicked problems emphasize the fundamental importance of working across organizational 

boundaries and of the necessary involvement and understanding of different stakeholders, especially 

also local actors and the beneficiaries of development programmes. Their wishes and (latent) needs 

should be leading in the search for possible solutions. Also the 2030 Agenda clearly states that efforts 

should be made to open MSPs to all stakeholders that will be affected by a certain intervention, with 

particular focus on effectively involving those who are commonly underrepresented or marginalized 

in policy and decision-making processes.10 As such, there is a need for mechanisms that allow to 

address ‘wicked problems’ and at the same time provide for a continued dialogue with feedback loops 

that support ownership from various local stakeholders. In this respect, research points to the value 

of the Problem-Driven-Iterative Adaptation approach (PDIA) in a bottom-up development pro-

gramme that seeks to empower vulnerable and disadvantaged groups and pushes to get to the roots 

 

10  https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/ 

https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/
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of problems. PDIA however requires programmes and MSPs to have the flexibility to try out 

solutions and accept that these may not succeed.  

Specifically for future joint strategic frameworks, it will be import to make sure that negotiations 

and dialogue during its development take place before the formulation of individual programs so that 

there is room for developing more consensus on vision, goals, strategies, opportunities for joint pro-

gramming, financing arrangements, … As development actors got to know each other better through 

their involvement in the current joint strategic framework, these built up relationships can now be 

capitalized on in the new programming cycle. There are also important opportunities to use the SDGs 

as a guiding framework to inform joint analysis and strategy development in relation to interlinkages, 

LNOB, and following up on contribution towards specific SDG targets. The SDGs can also help the 

reflection on how to address the risk of focusing too much on collaboration among Belgian actors 

and ensuring necessary space for local actors in the discussions. All this will require the development 

of conducive policy guidance from DGD as well as practical guidelines and user-friendly tools that 

can assist development actors in the process of developing an SDG proof joint strategic framework. 

Such guide and toolbox could be developed in close collaboration with development actors and tested 

in the new programme cycle.  

3.3.2 Technical recommendations 

Launching partnerships is usually the easy part, but maintaining them, making them work or making 

them grow is often more difficult. The ways partnerships are set up, framed and followed-up have a 

strong impact on how they develop and how successful they are. As shown in this chapter, many 

types of MSPs are possible depending on what they intend to achieve. However, there are a number 

of ‘golden rules’ that every MSP should take into account if they are to be successful.  

 

1. Improved stakeholder analysis. Essential to the start of any MSP initiative is a good under-

standing of the context. This includes an analysis of who the different stakeholders are, their main 

strengths and weaknesses, how interactions between them in the field are organized, and how 

power is used and shared (Dodds, 2019; Brouwer & Woodhill, 2016). We have seen there is room 

for improvement. As MSPS are inclusive in nature, all those that are affected by their work and 

all those that (can) influence the issues at hand ought to be engaged (Dodds, 2019). Following 

the 2030 Agenda’s “Leaving No One Behind” principle, MSPs should moreover identify and 

engage vulnerable and marginalized groups that may be affected by their work. This may include 

investing in building partners’ capacities.  

2. Stakeholder engagement as a continuous process. In long-term sustainable development 

stakeholder engagement works best if it is organised as a continuous process rather than being 

conducted on an ad-hoc basis or through unrelated one off engagement exercises at different 

points of the policy or programme cycle.11 This not only helps to plan ahead, to assemble evi-

dence, reports and other material to make well-researched contributions at the appropriate time 

in the policy/programme cycle, but also to strengthen capacities of stakeholders and build up 

trusting relationships.  

3. There is a need for a clear definition of the shared vision (what is the goal of a potential 

partnership?), as well as the responsibilities (accountability) and ownership. Due to the com-

plexity of the matter, the outcome of development aid is often rather unpredictable. Therefore, 

the rights and obligations of the different partners and stakeholders are less obvious. It is however 

important to consider the role and responsibility of each partner, for example also when results 

are below expectation (Hege & Demailly, 2018). Efforts should also be made to make sure that 

 

11  https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/ 

https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/
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the different stakeholders involved have access to all relevant information. This raises questions 

about transparency, about who controls the information that is generated through MSPs, how 

that information is analysed and how it is subsequently used? 12  

4. Monitoring effectiveness of partnerships. One of the main challenges MSPs are currently 

confronted with is the lack of systematic analysis or evidence regarding the effectiveness of the 

partnerships and what works and what doesn’t. Development and change are not the result of a 

linear process where input equals output. Hence, the difficulty to predict specific outcomes of 

interventions generates the need for continuous monitoring and evaluation of the existing part-

nerships, for continuous reflection, for learning by doing, for learning loops/cycles and continu-

ous adaptation of plans and approaches based on newly gained insights. Not only is it important 

to monitor and evaluate the impact of the MSPs on the sector and the target group, but also on 

the stakeholders who participate in the MSP. The latter is referred to as ‘social impact’.13 This 

can include for example transformative changes in the way they think and/or act (e.g. act more 

inclusively and sustainably), an increased willingness to cooperate again in other projects and new 

patterns of interaction that emerge. These changes remain even beyond the cooperation within 

the MSP.  

All this will require policy guidance from DGD as well as practical guidelines and user-friendly tools 

that can assist development actors in the process of developing and maintaining SDG-proof multi-

stakeholder partnerships. Also, such guides and toolboxes could be developed in close collaboration 

with development actors and tested in the new programme cycle, but it is also possible to capitalize 

on already existing tools and initiatives. ‘Partnerships 2030’14, for example, is a German national plat-

form for promoting MSPs which has developed a set of frameworks, guidelines, tools and practical 

tips and tricks to initiate and maintain MSPs. Also ‘The MSP (Tool) Guide’ from Herman Brouwer 

and Jim Woodhill (2016) integrates practical knowledge and tools with theoretical foundations and 

principles.  

Engagement with the private sector. Specific tools and approaches for (synergies on) PSD and 

PS4D need to be identified and used according to the intended objectives. These tools and 

approaches should be SDG-proof. In this respect, Vaes & Huyse (2015, 2015b) offer two helpful 

frameworks/analytic tools to understand and typify instruments to mobilize private resources. These 

can help donors and other actors to determine which partnerships with the private sector are better 

suited to address specific problems or objectives and to subsequently make targeted thematic and 

operational choices. 

- The first tool (see Figure 3.1) helps to deconstruct the concept “mobilizing private resources for 

development” and focuses on the following important questions:  

- Which private sector to target? The private sector is a very diverse group of actors who differ in size 

(multinationals versus MSMEs), scope of their activities, country of origin (partner versus 

donor country), corporate philosophy (looking for maximal profit or societal value?), their place 

in the formal or informal economy, etc. 

- Which kind of resources are you aiming for? Important to recognize the diversity of resources at play: 

finance, investment, expertise, networks, data, shared value, image/reputation, political influ-

ence, standard setting, etc. 

 

12  https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/ 

13  https://www.partnerschaften2030.de/en/ 

14  Partnerships 2030 was commissioned by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ). Involved 

are the Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) and Engagement Global – bengo. 

https://www.partnerschaften2030.de/en/ 

https://undg.org/programme/2030-agenda-section/multi-stakeholder-approaches/
https://www.partnerschaften2030.de/en/
https://www.partnerschaften2030.de/en/
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- To what aim need the resources be mobilized? Which obstacles does it need to address: risks, lack of 

finance, information, expertise, capacity, standards, policy support, connections, peer pres-

sure, …? 

- What is the envisaged development output, outcome or impact?  

In reality, instruments to mobilize private sector resources can be quite simple, i.e. targeting one 

obstacle for one specific private actor to mobilize one specific type of resource, or they can be 

more complex in the sense that they want to tackle different obstacles for multiple actors to mobi-

lize a number of different resources.  

Figure 3.1 Dissection of ‘Mobilising private resources for development’ (Vaes & Huyse, 2015b)15 

 

- In a second analytical framework, Vaes & Huyse (2015b) introduce a typology for private sector 

roles in development from a donor perspective which covers both PSD and PS4D approaches (see 

figure 3.2). They differentiate between ten different roles that can be classified in five main groups: 

1/ resource provider (material /non-material way, 2/ beneficiary, 3/ target of regulation, advocacy, 

lobby, 4/ reformer/developer/implementer, 5/ participant in policy dialogue & multi-stakeholder 

initiatives on development-related issues. 

 

15  (R&D stands for research and development; BoP stands for Bottom of the Pyramid; SME stands for small and medium sized enterprises, 

MNC stands for multinational corporations.) 
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Figure 3.2 Roles of private sector in development (Vaes & Huyse, 2015b) 
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4 |  Indivisibility & Interconnectedness 

Defining indivisibility and interconnectedness 

The 17 SDGs are interconnected, indivisible and should be implemented in an integrated manner. In fact, 

they have been framed with a particular consideration for the interconnectedness of People, Planet, Pros-

perity, Justice and Peace. Therefore, they should be considered in their entirety instead of addressing them 

as a series of individual goals.  

Interlinkages can refer to those between goals (OWG SDGs, 2014), between a goal and other targets (e.g. 

ICSU and ISSC, 2015; UNEP, 2015), or between targets (e.g. IAEG‐SDGs, 2015; UNESCAP, 2016; Coopman, et 

al., 2016). 

 

There are different types of relationships: 1 / relationships that are indivisible = progress on one target auto-

matically leads to progress on another, 2 / progress to one means decrease for the other, 3 / they cancel 

each other out.  

 

Taking into account the principles of indivisibility and interconnectedness requires a strong level of policy 

integration, coherence and coordination across geographies and actors (out of silos), but also parallel strat-

egies at different levels (local, national, international) (Niestroy et al., 2019). 

4.1 Introduction 

Agenda 2030 is built on the foundational principle that sustainable development is ‘integrative and 

indivisible’ of all aspects of society (Niestroy et al., 2019). It goes beyond the traditional ‘triple-P’ 

model of sustainable development (point of intersection of people, planet and profit) as it blurs the 

lines which previously facilitated compartmentalization of issues and a siloed approach.  

The principles of interconnectedness and indivisibility of the SDGs strongly emphasize integrated 

approaches due to the universality of the SDGs. As sustainable development challenges are closely 

interlinked, they require integrated solutions, which include the social, economic and environmental 

dimensions as mutually dependent factors, and which addresses the links between them (e.g. spill-

over effects).  

As such, the principle of interconnectedness and indivisibility has strong connections to policy 

coherence for sustainable development (PCSD). In fact, SDG target 17.14 calls on all countries to 

“enhance policy coherence for sustainable development” at all levels of government – local, national 

and global as a key means of implementation (OECD, 2019). However, as shown in the Voluntary 

National Reviews of various countries and as was also mentioned on different occasions during the 

fieldwork, this is no easy feat. Not only does it require extensive collaboration and coordinated action 

across policy sectors (horizontal coherence), but also between different levels of government and 

administration (vertical coherence) (ibid, Niestroy et al., 2019). Moreover, it installs a need to balanc-

ing short-term priorities with long-term sustainability objectives.  

The results of the scoping phase and the field visits show that there is general consensus among 

development actors about the importance of this principle. They agree that understanding the inter-

linkages between goals, targets, indicators can improve dealing with the complexity of sustainable 

development, and also emphasize the need to take into account interlinkages between sectors, the-

matics, actors, levels of governments and geographies. They, however, also mention a whole range 

of challenges, barriers and questions to be answered in order to be(come) truly faithful to this prin-

ciple, such as the lack of capacity and practical tools to analyse interlinkages, the complexity and 
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changing nature of social contexts which makes it difficult to predict the exact outcome of interven-

tions, budgetary and time-related limitations, horizontal and vertical political inconsistencies, etc.  

The next sections explore to what extent the principle of interlinkages is already being implemented 

in the current programmes of Belgian development actors. Key challenges as well as opportunities 

for the way forward are also discussed.  

4.2 Considering interlinkages across thematics and sectors – where do we stand? 

Findings from the scoping phase and the field visits show that there has been some progress in 

thinking about interlinkages across goals and targets in a more integrated and holistic way. Whereas 

such kind of conceptualization is an essential first step, development actors still face considerable 

challenges to operationalise the principle of interlinkages within their programmes. Furthermore, 

while internationally, there exist a number of tools, it seems that no specific tool is currently being 

used by the Belgian development actors to systematically map existing interlinkages, synergies and 

trade-offs. We could, however, detect some interesting strategies that are currently being used by 

Enabel and the non-governmental actors in the field - although sometimes on a rather ad hoc basis - 

to take into account the interlinkages between different thematic components within a programme 

or between programmes.  

Bilateral development cooperation: Within the bilateral development cooperation, investing in 

economic ventures is becoming a more prominent feature. In parallel with this trend, Enabel also 

considers the access of people to health and education in order to be able for them to function within 

a more productive economic environment. As for the integration of thematics, Enabel argues that an 

increased focus on economic goals, should go hand in hand with a heightened level of sensitivity with 

regards to repercussions in the social and ecological domain. That said however, a critical reading by 

the OECD points to a significant lack of policy coherence in Belgium’s development cooperation. 

During the interviews it also emerged that policy coherence for sustainable development remained 

weak in practice and shifted towards coherence between Belgian channels and within foreign policy. 

It was also highlighted that for each intervention there is a list of SDGs where the intervention will 

contribute to but that there are no specific tools to systematically map interlinkages, synergies and 

trade-offs which can then be used as a guiding framework to determine what we do/do not do. 

Currently this happens on an ad hoc basis. In addition, as investing in economic ventures becomes a 

more prominent feature, there is a risk that ecological and social aspect of sustainable development 

remain underexposed (e.g. ecological dimension in healthcare strategy). 

At the same time, there are interesting examples of where bilateral programmes are taking practical 

steps to account for the principles of indivisibility and interconnectedness. One such example is to 

create internal coherence at the level of programmes by clearly linking different thematic components 

within one and the same program. This can be illustrated by the systemic and integrated approach in 

the Benin bilateral programme which was also touched upon in the section on LNOB (see box 2.4). 

Central to this approach is the focus on ‘systems’ rather than ‘sectors’16, an analysis of the potential 

interconnections within and between these systems, multi-stakeholdership and the use of action 

research (see box 4.1). 

 

16  For example, rather than talk about the ‘health sector’, they talk about the ‘health system’, which makes it easier to detect and 

define interlinkages with other domains (e.g. education, agriculture, …). 
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Box 4.1. Bilateral programme Benin - Towards a systemic and integrated approach across different 

thematic sectors 

Enabel envisages a systemic and integrated approach and internal coherence by making clear links 

between the different components of their country program. This systemic approach has facilitated the 

determination of partners, their interrelations and thereafter the selection of subsystems within which the 

Belgian development cooperation can intervene within the scope of a 4 to 5-year program. Within this 

approach, Enabel doesn’t focus on sectors as such, but rather on ‘systems’, e.g. ‘health system’ which 

inevitably mainly encompasses the health sector, but also has clear interlinkages with other sectors. This trans-

lated in the following assumptions regarding the Enabel’s theory of change:  

• First of all, it is believed that initiatives supporting entrepreneurship and descent, rewarding economic 

activities will generate more consistent and sustainable incomes, that in turn, will lead to improved nutri-

tional state and better access to (sexual and reproductive) health care, especially for women and 

youngsters, increased social wellbeing among woman (status within family and society, self-esteem), 

which in turn will positively influence their sexual and reproductive emancipation.  

• Secondly, giving attention to the sexual and reproductive emancipation of women and youngsters can 

positively contribute to the productivity of human capital, and - through family planning – to better con-

trol of demographic dynamics in the country. Both elements are considered detrimental for the devel-

opment of entrepreneurship, socio-economic progress, and even security within the country.  

• Thirdly, the operationalization of a good performing digital data-system (on sanitary issues), should gen-

erate a transparent and inclusive dialogue on respect for and protection of rights of all target groups 

within the 3 program pillars.  

• And fourthly, the Port of Cotonou is considered a key link within numerous agricultural value chains. 

Improving the business climate and reinforcing the performance of portal actors should be favorable for 

the development of (para) portal chains. Finally, improved health conditions among port workers should 

also positively impact their general performance.  

Of course, it remains to be seen though how this interconnectedness between different program components 

really plays out in the field in the short and the long term. To evaluate this in a systematic way, Enabel has 

decided to deploy ‘action research’ as a major strategy for monitoring and evaluation. This allows them to 

evaluate development outcomes and interconnections on an ongoing basis, to look for new alliances where 

possible or needed, and to find possible solutions for hurdles along the way. 

Non-governmental actors: Also, at the level of non-governmental actors, there is a general interest 

to take interlinkages more strongly into account into their respective programmes. In fact, already in 

the current programmes, various (smaller and larger) examples could be observed of ways in which 

synergies are established between different thematic programme components. This provides inter-

esting steppingstones for strengthening its operationalization in future programmes. Louvain Coop-

eration, for example, aims at creating more sustainable synergies between the agricultural and health 

components in its Benin programme through linking up agricultural cooperatives and public health 

insurances. Another example is provided by the Join for Water programme in Benin that seeks to 

strengthen interlinkages between the water sector and the health and agriculture sector (see box 4.2). 

Box 4.2. Join For Water – Operationalizing interlinkages between various sectors of water, health and 

agriculture 

 

As an organization specialized in water, Join for Water is very much aware of the fact that many of the SDG 

indicators (not only those of SDG6) are linked to the water sector. They nevertheless consider it very difficult – 

being a small actor – to really subscribe to the principle of indivisibility in the field. However, some of their 

current strategies implemented in the Benin programme do align well with the principle. Not only do they 

point to the importance of water vis-à-vis local actors that work in other domains/sectors and Belgian con-

sumer and industrial producers (through the ‘Water Footprint’ tool), they also try as much as possible to apply 

the so-called ‘no-harm principle’. By working in small water-cycles – which includes the provision of potable 

water, actions on sanitation and wastewater - they attempt to enclose the water cycle and recycle. A current 

research project, for example, investigates in what ways ECOSAN products (for example urine) can be used 

within agriculture. Two instruction posters on ECOSAN latrines were made in Lokossa. One shows how you do 

your needs on an EcoSan latrine, the other explains when and how the fertilizers of the EcoSan latrine can be 

used in agriculture. The posters were made as part of the local social marketing of sanitation (Sanimarketing), 

in collaboration with VIA Water. Using EcoSan fertilizers can diminish the local use of harmful fertilizers, which - 

albeit indirectly – also touches upon other SDGs (1, 13, 14, 15, …). 
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Furthermore, most Belgian development actors (Bilateral and NGAs) prioritize different transversal 

themes within their programs. Although it is not always denoted as such, this also reflects, to a 

certain extent, the indivisibility principle. The most common transversal themes are: gender, environ-

ment, rights based approach (which is almost mainstreamed, albeit in narrative), digitalization (D4D), 

descent work, entrepreneurship, and engagement with private sector. In some cases, the integration 

of transversal themes, has led to the implementation of specific initiatives on the ground, such as for 

example actions that specifically target women while ensuring that activities do not change the exist-

ing balance to the detriment of the latter (gender), the adaptation of technical agricultural methods 

to combat the effects of climate change (environment), the development of new digital tools for the 

monitoring and evaluation of indicators (digitization), etc. Hence, for some organizations, the expe-

rience that was gained from working on transversal themes could be considered a steppingstone 

towards a stronger consideration of interlinkages within future programmes. 

4.3 Pre-requisites for operationalizing indivisibility and interlinkages 

Various respondents referred to the continuity between consecutive programs as an important 

prerequisite for operationalizing the principle of indivisibility and interconnectedness. It was stated 

that the structural funding and programme durations of 3 to 5 years, provides a conducive environ-

ment that encourages development actors to align with Agenda 2030, which, after all, constitutes a 

long-term projection. This articulation has supported various organizations to install continuity 

between different projects/programs and to build up considerable expertise in certain domains and 

long-term collaboration with specific stakeholders. This in turn provides a conducive basis to con-

sider interlinkages between different thematic components into programming. 

However, continuity between consecutive programs also strongly depends on coherence between 

the policy/political prioritizations of both the Belgian government and that of the recipient coun-

try. In some cases, differences in policy priorities between Belgium and the partner country may result 

in the discontinuation of particular programmes or programme components (see box 4.3). Shifts in 

Belgian or partner country policy preferences (due to electoral cycles and political preferences, or 

shocks in the political system) may lead to ruptures in the continuity and policy coherence on both 

the donor and the recipient side. This may hugely affect the programmes of the Belgian actors that 

are present in the field (and their local partners).  

Box 4.3. Diverging policy priorities leading to programme discontinuity 

In Benin, the previous bilateral health programme (PASS-SOUROU, 2014-2019), had strongly focused on non-

communicable diseases due to the emergence and aggravation of risk factors related to these diseases that 

are becoming a great challenge for the national health sector. However, as mentioned in the Instruction 

Letter for Benin and as was also noted by respondents during the fieldwork, the Belgian Minister of Develop-

ment Cooperation did not accept Enabel’s suggestion to re-include interventions on non-communicable dis-

eases in the new bilateral portfolio for 2019-2023, despite the explicit demand of the Beninese government in 

this regard. 

Belgian development actors who participated in the research generally acknowledged the importance 

of various forms of multi-stakeholder partnerships (such as the joint strategic framework for the 

NGAs) to facilitate the operationalization of the principle of indivisibility and interconnectedness. 

Their added value, according to the research respondents, lies particularly in the opportunities they 

bring for mutual learning, collaboration and the piloting of new methods and analytic tools such as 

actor mapping and stakeholder analysis tools. Some ANGs such as We Social Movements (WSM) 

utilise multi-actor networks as a key strategy within their programmes (see box 4.4). 
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Box 4.4. We Social Movements (WSM) – Promoting social protection through multi-actor networks 

Solidarité Mondiale does not work with country programs, but with joint programs at the level of subregions. 

On the African continent, one regional office is based in Cotonou (for the program for W-Africa), another one 

in Kinshasa. For several years, WSM has been building with their partner organizations on an international the-

matic network on the right to social protection. It is composed of some 80 organizations and 21 multi-actor 

networks around social protection, from all over the world. At the national (Belgian) level, WSM is also involved 

in the JSF on Descent Work, together with other social movements in Belgium. In general, an important aim of 

all these networks is to share knowledge. In fact, according to some of the local respondents, all of their 

actions include the important dimensions of exchange and mutual learning (on approaches, challenges, 

lessons learnt, …). Other objectives of the networks are capitalization, the development of a common vision, 

capacity development through complementary strategies, joint action research and to refresh strategic 

alliances with other international networks (e.g. AIM, GCSPF, ITUC, RIPESS, …). For WSM, it is also an important 

advocacy tool and lever to help shape national, continental and international social protection policies. 

Through these networks – so do the respondents state – they are able to create bridges within and between 

countries, and between different actors and domains (sectors). 

4.4 Limiting factors and challenges for operationalizing indivisibility and interlinkages 

One of the main challenges to integrate indivisibility and interlinkages is the sheer complexity of 

development issues versus the pressure to deliver short term evidence on tangible results in view of 

communication with the public and accountability pressures. At the same time, working in difficult 

contexts (fragile states), requires a more long-term approach and an investment in structural trans-

formations which are more difficult to achieve and to document. This trade-off has probably led 

several initiatives to labelling and marketing, more than actual assessing, taking stock and learning. 

Despite several attempts to map interlinkages in a generic way, or per sector, these are still not the 

easiest applicable tools, and even UN agencies seem to struggle their concrete implementation. It 

remains a challenge to provide a simple enough tool that captures the complexity of systemic thinking 

over linear thinking.  

Institutional barriers, such as the ‘silo’ way in which policy is organized in many partner countries 

(also in Belgium), is obviously a challenge as well. At the (national) political level, interconnected 

issues almost invariably fall under the authority of different ministries and agencies and there is often 

limited coordination, consultation or exchange between the different line ministries. The same goes 

for the consultation between different TFPs that are working in a particular country. This silo think-

ing does not only exist horizontally (coordination between agents and agencies) but also vertically 

(the disconnect between global and local). 

 

Addressing these challenges will require adequate tools and approaches that development actors can 

use to push the operationalization of the indivisibility principle from an incremental level (voluntary 

& limited analysis) towards a more integrated level (used as an analytic framework at different stages 

of the programme cycle) or transformative level (strengthening synergies and addressing negative 

trade offs, involving different societal actors. Some potential tools and approaches are outlined in the 

next section.   

 

4.5 Tools/opportunities to work with interlinkages 

As was already mentioned earlier, there is general acknowledgment among development actors of the 

importance of the principle of indivisibility and interlinkages. While some aspects of this principle 

have already been integrated into current programmes, albeit rather unconsciously, there is no explicit 

and systematic analysis as yet of important interlinkages and potential positive synergies or negative 

trade-offs. At the same time, and as will be discussed in the chapter on measuring one’s contribution 
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towards the SDGs, there are important opportunities to integrate such analysis at different stages in 

the programme cycle, e.g. during context analysis, within the theory of change process, within a pro-

gramme’s result framework and during monitoring and evaluation processes. Overall the concept of 

indivisibility can support a better understanding of the development context and the impact of the 

interventions, strengthen partnerships and support the shift to a more comprehensive and integrated 

approach.  

Developing or adapting practical tools and approaches to analyze interlinkages will be key to 

motivate and support development actors to carry out such analysis. While a complete mapping and 

analysis of all potential interlinkages and tradeoffs between different goals, subgoals and targets may 

not be realistic, some basic analysis drawing upon contextual knowledge from key stakeholders and 

guided by practical tools and analytic frameworks could already be an important step forward. Recent 

literature and experience from international development actors provide examples of potential tools 

that could be adapted for this purpose. We elaborate a few methodological options (not exhaustive) 

in the next paragraphs and table 4.1 at the end of the section gives an overview of existing tools to 

analyse interlinkages. The second phase of the SDG-PSR research will provide an opportunity to set 

up a learning trajectory with development actors who would be interested to pilot and further develop 

some of these tools and approaches. 

What follows is a non-exhaustive list of some of the most interesting approaches and tools with 

regard to interlinkages. 

- Breuer et al. (2019)17 for example proposes a five-step roadmap to co-create knowledge about SDG 

interdependencies together with academia, state and non-state actors and to translate this 

knowledge into coherent SDG policy-making: 1) Identify an issue-based entry point, 2) Identify 

the information that is needed and the stakeholders that need to be involved, 3) Analysis of syner-

gies and trade-offs (see examples of tools below), 4) discuss normative and ethical implications 

arising from the identified synergies and trade-offs, and 5) make programme choices.  

- Specifically for the analysis of synergies and trade-offs, there is a growing body of literature pro-

posing different approaches and tools that could be adapted to suit particular contexts and pro-

grammes. Potential tools are provided by Nilsson et al. (2016)18 (see fig. 4.1) and ICSU (2016) 

which both describe seven types of interactions between SDG targets. Stockholm Environment 

Institute (SEI) introduced the framework for SDG interactions. Using a qualitative 7- point scale, 

the Framework can guide policy making by scoring the nature of different interactions among tar-

gets, thus addressing a fundamental question: “if progress is made on target X, how does this 

influence progress on target Y?”. The purpose of this scale is to provide a common language and 

a process to more systematically assess interactions through a cross-impact matrix, usually devel-

oped through a participatory and multi-stakeholder dialogue. The assessment can be carried out at 

the national and local levels and focused on national development plans, SDG implementation or 

sectoral objectives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

17  file:///C:/Users/u0064597/Downloads/sustainability-11-02092%20(5).pdf 

18  https://www.nature.com/news/policy-map-the-interactions-between-sustainable-development-goals-1.20075  

file:///C:/Users/u0064597/Downloads/sustainability-11-02092%20(5).pdf
https://www.nature.com/news/policy-map-the-interactions-between-sustainable-development-goals-1.20075
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Figure 4.1 Seven types of interactions between SDG targets (Nilsson et al., 2016) 

 

 

- In addition, there are also various approaches and tools that might help to analyse the different 

types of interactions. For example, different dimensions can be used to contextualize the assess-

ment of specific synergies and trade-offs, providing deeper insights into elements and areas that 

the SDG- and target-level interactions depend on. These include directionality, place-specific con-

text dependencies, governance, technology and timeframe (ISSD, 2016). Another examples is 

provided by Coopman et al. (2016) who define eight types of interactions that are grouped into 

three categories: Supporting; enabling/disenabling; and relying (fig. 4.2). They allocate a score to 

each type of interlinkage that represents the relative “strength” of the linkage: a score of 0 indicates 

negative or no interlinkage, whereas scores of 1-3 indicate increasing positive interactions. 

 
Figure 4.2. Classification of Type and Nature of SDG Interlinkages (Source: Coopman et al. 2016) 
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- The International Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD), presented two tools that can sup-

port policy coherence: 

1. The SDG Knowledge Hub19 focuses on providing clear and concise information and daily 

updates for policy-makers on decision making regarding the 2030 Agenda and SDGs – in 

particular the who? what? And where? The Knowledge Hub highlights key linkages between 

SDG areas and helps inform national decision-making.  

2. The Sustainable Asset Valuation (SAVi)20 is a flexible tool that helps decision-makers to eval-

uate the extent to which environmental, social and economic externalities affect the financial 

performance of infrastructure assets and projects. It helps to make explicit all the different 

competing values that the SDGs embody. 

- Miola et al. (2019) provide a useful overview of various methodological approaches that are 

considered relevant for the current debate on interlinkages among the SDGs. Key aspects of these 

approaches are summarized in figure 4.3.  

Figure 4.3 Key aspects of methodological approaches to assess interlinkages (Miola et al. 2019) 

 

The European Commission (EC) Joint Research Centre, launched a research project to build a 

Science-Policy Interface Framework for SDGs, which aims at providing scientific support for evi-

dence-based implementation and monitoring of the SDGs in the EU. The project has three com-

ponents: 1) development of an analytical tool to support policy coherence for sustainable develop-

ment, which draws on gap analysis, assessment of co-benefits and trade-offs to support priority 

setting in policy-making; 2) identification of EU’s key policy nodes, by putting together the results 

of interlinkages analysis with a mapping of all EU policies (legislative acts) along the 17 SDGs and 

169 targets. This will then feed into the modelling for ex-ante impact assessments of policies in the 

EU; and 3) establishment of a community of practice on SDGs to share knowledge among different 

policy communities. Through the first component, the project developed an overview of all inter-

linkages based on quantitative approach of existing literature (see: 

https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/interlinkages/info). 

 

19 http://sdg.iisd.org/ 

20 https://www.iisd.org/project/SAVi-sustainable-asset-valuation 

https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/interlinkages/info
http://sdg.iisd.org/
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- IGES set up a web tool for SDG interlinkages Analysis and Visualisation21 in which they identify 

interlinkages within numerous countries, (see figure 4.4. Case of Tanzania). 

Figure 4.4 Example of visualisation of interlinkages, using IGES tool 

 

 

It is important to notice that all these models and frameworks have limitations. The value of using 

models and frameworks for SDG implementation is not only in their results, but in the 

important role they play in facilitating participatory multi-stakeholder discussions to identify 

priorities and contextualize interlinkages.  

There is a need to link operationalization of interlinkages with existing assessment frameworks, in 

order to effectively evaluate progress and challenges as they evolve over time. This will come back in 

chapter 5 on results frameworks.  

 

21  https://sdginterlinkages.iges.jp/ 
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Table 4.1 Overview of additional tools or approaches to analyse interlinkage (by level) 

Global 
conceptualization 
approaches 

EU JCR (MIOLA A., 
BORCHARDT S., NEHER F., 
BUSCAGLIA D) - 2019 

Interlinkages and policy coherence for the Sustainable Development 
Goals implementation - An operational method to identify trade-offs 
and co-benefits in a systemic way. It is an Extensive analysis of existing 
academic literature and tools - attempt to put everything together. This 
is the closest to an overview of agreed existing interlinkages at this 
stage. 

 

Niestroy 2016 -  TWI 2050: Clustering SDGs according to main intended outcomes 
and systemic functions (goal level) 

 

Le Blanc 2015:  Illustrating degrees of interconnectedness between the SDGs at target 
level 

 

Scot et al 2017 Establishing a priority order for implementing the SDGs at target level 
 

ICSU - ISSC 2017 Understanding interactions between selected SDGs (target level) 

Mixed approaches Pradhan et al. 2017 Providing a systematic, data driven analysis of interactions between all 
SDG indicators (target level) 

 

Several simulation models by 
TWI2050, WEFM, UNPAD 
2017 

Forecasting global system dynamics over time (target level) 

National 
approaches 

PwC, GLUS, UNIDO 2017 Distinguishing interaction types between all SDGs (target level) 

 

Weitz et al. 2017:  understanding interaction types between SDG targets and mapping 
national level responsibilities for SDG implementation (target level) 

 

Collste et al. 2017 Forecasting national system dynamics over time (target level) 

 IGES 2019 Interlinkages Analysis and Visualisation Tool (v3.0) 
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5 |  SDG integration in programme cycles and 

results frameworks 

5.1 Introduction 

The combination of goals derived from the Rio+20 background (biosphere) and MDG background 

(development) and the wish to turn them into an activating entity for all countries and all stake-

holders, have turned Agenda 2030 into a complex body of goals. Much of the design and the gov-

ernance of the Agenda is about assuring the goals will be implemented, their progress monitored, 

measured, disaggregated and re-aggregated. This however does not come automatically, and it 

remains to be seen whether the Voluntary National Reviews are sufficiently incentivizing the coun-

tries to take full responsibility for their share of the much-needed global contributions. A screening 

of the first Belgian Voluntary National Review, for instance, showed that implementation in the case 

of Belgium meant that a number of policy plans were produced, without much indication of their 

implementation (timing, stakeholders, accountability)22. Also, internationally, while a good number 

of UN member states governments have developed policy for translating the SDGs into day-to-day 

action, many stakeholders feel they have to decide for themselves whether and to which extent they 

should integrate the SDGs in their own strategy (Bachus et al., 2018). Many questions also remain on 

how to integrate the SDGs in one’s strategy while considering the complex nature of societal devel-

opment.  

To help promote action and follow up on progress related to agenda 2030 and to ensure data-

consistency across different contexts, multilateral agencies like UNDP23 and OECD24 have been 

pressing on the need for using the SDG-indicators universally. Specifically for development cooper-

ation, OECD DAC has worked on practical guidelines on how the SDGs can be integrated into the 

results frameworks of development cooperation actors (OECD, 2018)25. These guidelines have 

informed initial steps taken by DGD and Enabel as well as some NGAs to integrate the SDGs into 

their respective programme cycles and results frameworks.  

This chapter explores these steps by looking at their potential added value as well as remaining 

challenges and concerns in relation to the expectations of integrating the SDGs in the programme 

cycle and tracking one’s contribution towards specific SDGs. Opportunities for the way forward are 

also discussed. 

5.2 Context analysis from an SDG perspective 

Setting priorities and making choices during various stages of any development cooperation initiative 

(bilateral or indirect development cooperation) will require an in-depth analysis and understanding of 

the root causes of underdevelopment in a specific context/country/sector. As we have seen in the 

previous chapters, the SDG principles can provide guidance for this analysis. They can also inform 

the setting of priorities in dialogue with development partners and taking into account the alignment 

with a country’s priorities. 

 

22  https://www.mo.be/analyse/een-rapport-zonder-cijfers  

23  http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/blog/2018/how-will-we-navigate-towards-2030--well-be-using-maps-.html 

24  http://www.oecd.org/dac/results-development/results-documents.htm An SDG-based results framework for development co-

operation, Paris, January 2016 

25  OECD (2018), The 2030 Agenda and Development Co-operation Results. Policy Paper 9.  

https://www.mo.be/analyse/een-rapport-zonder-cijfers
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/blog/2018/how-will-we-navigate-towards-2030--well-be-using-maps-.html
http://www.oecd.org/dac/results-development/results-documents.htm
file:///C:/Users/u0064597/Dropbox/SDG-PSR/Uitvoering/Documenten%20en%20literatuur/OESO/OECD%20SDG-results/OECD_The%202030%20agenda%20and%20development%20cooperation%20results.pdf
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Following the principle of interlinkages, a context analysis will need to contribute to a better 

understanding of the different components and the interrelationships between them within a specific 

context or within specific sectors or subsectors. Furthermore, in line with the principle of multi-

stakeholdership, any context analysis will also need to involve a multi-stakeholdership analysis in 

order to develop an understanding of existing power relationships, politics and interests. In addition, 

the principle of leaving no one behind asks for a particular focus on stakeholders who often have 

little or no voice within a particular context or sector.  

From an SDG perspective, any context analysis will therefore need the involvement or input from 

local societal actors (e.g. policy makers, civil society, private sector, members of the public, …) in the 

field. Hence any dialogue between development partners about determining priorities for future pro-

grammes, will need to be informed by insights that emerge from a dialogue between multiple stake-

holders at an operational level (drawing on knowledge of what happens in the field). This way, mul-

tiple perspectives and insights from different stakeholders including the most vulnerable, as well as 

information on complex power relationships can inform a more political dialogue. Political dialogue 

without input from field level stakeholders runs the risk of becoming trivial (Van Reesch 200726 cited 

in Bossyns et al. 201627).  

5.2.1 Implications for the Bilateral development cooperation  

The initial stage in the programme cycle of the bilateral cooperation in a partner country involves the 

drafting of an instruction letter of the Belgian minister of development cooperation (see figure 5.1). 

This involves both an informal as well as a formal process. The formal process involves the 

development of a draft of this letter by the embassy with input from Enabel and through dialogue 

with representatives of the partner government. This draft is then reviewed by the Belgian minister 

of development cooperation and, after any requested adjustment, approved by the minister. In 

relation to the SDGs, the instruction letter specifies the SDG targets to which Enabel is supposed to 

contribute. These targets consider priorities of both the Belgian and the partner county’s government. 

For the Belgian side these priorities are outlined in the various thematic strategy notes of DGD.  

The current process of drafting an instruction letter is also based on a rather informal process of 

consultations with different stakeholders including local societal actors (government actors, civil 

society, private sector, …) as well as Belgian or non-Belgian development actors (Enabel, NGAs, 

universities, …). While it is important that knowledge from the field finds its way into the develop-

ment of the instruction letter, there is a risk that the informal character of the preceding consultations 

makes the process opaque. This challenge also emerged during several interviews with representatives 

from Belgian NGOs expressing their concern about the lack of consultation or information about 

the development of the new bilateral programmes. Taking steps to formalize these consultation pro-

cesses can help to address this challenge.  

 

26  van Reesch E (2007) Bridging the macro-micro gap. Micro-meso-macro linkages in the context of sector-wide approaches. Ministry 

of Foreign Affairs, The Netherlands. 

27  Bossyns, P., Van Waeyenberge, S., Verle, P., Bosmans, M., Goeman, L. (2016) Partnership relations in development aid. Partnership 

dialogue starting from sector expertise. in P. Bossyns & P. Verle (Eds), Development cooperation as learning in porgress: Dealing with 

the urge for the fast and easy (pp.139-188). Antwerp: ITGPRESS. 
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Figure 5.1 Overview of the development process of an instruction letter 

 

An additional challenge in relation to the SDGs is the fact that existing priorities of the Belgian 

development cooperation (or the minister of development cooperation) are currently taken as a start-

ing point to determine which SDG goals or targets should be prioritized in a country programme. 

However, ideally, from an ‘SDG proof’ perspective it would seem more appropriate to take the find-

ings from a common context analysis that considers the SDG principles and is informed by stake-

holders from the field. Such analysis can then inform the political dialogue between the partner coun-

try and the Belgian government (minister of development cooperation) about specific SDG goals or 

targets to be prioritised. The formalization of opportunities for multi-stakeholder consultations pre-

ceding the drafting of the instruction letter as well as providing opportunities for joint context analysis 

could be considered as a potential way forward. The Belgian embassy would be well placed to coor-

dinate such a process providing a space for broad consultation with relevant development actors and 

local stakeholders. 

5.2.2 Implications for BIO  

BIO has its own intervention principles as defined in its Management Contract with the Belgian 

State28. They include impact measuring, assessment of environmental and social aspects of invest-

ments, good governance promotion, respecting local market conditions, additionality, investments 

untied to Belgian private interests, and ensuring a minimum return (profitability). Furthermore, as 

member of the Association of European Development Finance Institutions (EDFI) BIO adheres to 

the EDFI Principles for Responsible Financing, which set the high-level principles and requirements 

that all EDFI have committed to. BIO also requires that all clients comply with applicable environ-

mental, social, labour and human rights laws and international conventions in the countries they 

operate.  

BIO collaborates closely with other DFIs and systematically asks for advice from the Belgian embas-

sies in countries where investments are due to be allocated. Collaboration with Enabel and the NGOs 

is presently limited to exchanges in ad hoc taskforces (private sector, agriculture) and participation in 

Private Sector Development (PSD) studies that are being carried out for each new Partner Country 

bilateral programme.  

While BIO has taken measures that demonstrate an ambition to consider the three dimensions of 

sustainable development (economic, social and environmental), critical questions are raised by non-

DFI actors about the extent to which this ambition is reflected in BIOs investment strategy in the 

 

28  BIO (2014), BIO investment strategy 2015-2018, Brussels. 
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field (TUDCN-CPDE, 201629) These relate to questions about the development rational of certain 

investments that benefit more privileged societal actors. There are also concerns about investments 

that benefit companies accused of violating labor rights or causing environmental damage30. In addi-

tion questions are raised about the coherence, alignment or coordination with other Belgian devel-

opment actors (e.g. Enabel, NGOs, …).  

In line with the SDG principle of multi-stakeholdership, a stronger involvement of BIO in the con-

text or sector analysis in preparation of an instruction letter for a bilateral country programme, could 

help to address some of these questions. Indeed such involvement could allow for a stronger coor-

dination and consultation with other development actors (e.g. Enabel, Embassy, NGAs, …). This in 

turn could help to identify opportunities for future investments that are better aligned with initiatives 

of other Belgian actors, allowing for a stronger contribution towards economic as well as social and 

environment related goals. In addition, a stronger integration of the principles of interlinkages and 

leaving no one behind into such context analysis could also help to identify potential negative trade-

offs linked to specific investments as well as potential measures to address or avoid them. In practice, 

avoiding and addressing such trade-offs will require a concerted effort of different societal stake-

holders including civil society actors who can take up different roles in relation to an investments 

cycle, for example as a watchdog, as an advocate, as a promotor of social dialogue, a facilitator or as 

an information provider or communicator (who can bring to light human rights violations or envi-

ronmental issues linked to companies who (potentially might) receive investments). 

One could argue that BIO is already actively involved in consultations with different development 

actors through their participation in the earlier mentioned taskforces and PSD studies as well as 

through its interactions with the Belgian embassy. However, moving towards a more concerted effort 

whereby investments become better aligned with other interventions of the Belgian development 

cooperation does not constitute business as usual. It rather calls for a stronger involvement of BIO 

in multi-stakeholdership initiatives that follow a more integrated or eco-systems approach. 

5.2.3 Implications for the indirect development cooperation  

An initial step in the programme cycle of the NGAs consists of a common context analysis in 

preparation of any joint strategic framework. A review of various context analysis reports developed 

in preparation of the current joint strategic frameworks, points towards a number of potential entry 

points for the SDGs into this process.  

Firstly, the participatory process that was used in 2015 allowing the involvement of a wide variety of 

stakeholders (Belgian ANGs and their partner organizations, other international development actors 

such as the EU, bilateral and multilateral organsations, Belgian embassy and government authorities 

from the partner country ….) through various forms of consultations (surveys, workshops, bilateral 

meetings, document reviews, …) is already well in line with the principle of multi-stakeholdership. It 

provides a good basis to ensure that the perspective of different stakeholders with strong contextu-

alized technical and political knowledge about power relations can be considered in the context 

analysis. This opens up opportunities to integrate a stronger analysis of the political economy and the 

power relations between the various stakeholders within a particular sector or thematic area.  

 

29  https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/tudcn-dfi_study_web_en.pdf 

30  A notable example is provided by the palm-oil producing company Feronia in the Democratic Republic of Congo that has recently 

been accused by Human Rights Watch of a series of environmental and human rights violations (HLN, 2019). 

https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/tudcn-dfi_study_web_en.pdf
https://www.hln.be/nieuws/buitenland/belgie-investeert-in-congolees-palmoliebedrijf-dat-het-niet-zo-nauw-neemt-met-regels~a5158875/
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Secondly, the common context analysis could also benefit from a stronger analysis of interlinkages 

within a sector or between different sectors and potential negative tradeoffs that may affect specific 

actors.  

Of course, as was often indicated during the interviews, specific attention needs to be given to the 

feasibility of adding additional layers of analysis and additional analytic tools to a context analysis 

process that already was asking a lot of effort from the NGAs. Hence the importance to start a 

dialogue between DGD and the NGAs on the desirability and usefulness as well as the possible 

modalities (e.g. practical guidelines and tools) of deepening the common context analysis in view of 

the SDG principles. Such dialogue will also need to focus on how NGAs will be supported in carrying 

out such SDG integrated context analysis both in terms of technical knowhow (e.g. with support 

from local universities) but also in terms of financial resources (e.g. provision of necessary resources 

by DGD). It may also be important to explore opportunities of aligning or coordinating, possibly 

through the Belgian embassy, of various context analysis studies carried out by NGAs, Enabel, local 

authorities and other international development actors.  

5.2.4 Models and approaches for an ‘SDG proof’ context analysis – building upon 

existing expertise 

A context analysis guided by the SDG principles and drawing from the contextual knowledge of 

multiple stakeholders is attractive because it can contribute to a better systemic understanding of 

specific sectors in a specific country or context: e.g. the different components (actors, institutions, 

organizations, …) that make up the system, the power relations between these components, specific 

needs and interests of various actors, as well as potential entry points for facilitating structural change 

within the system. The strong actor focus of the SDG principles also resonates well with the growing 

international recognition that any development process, for it to be sustainable, will need to be locally 

owned. Externally funded programmes cannot control such processes. They can only support or 

influence endogenous actors within a particular context or system. Hence the importance to develop 

a good understanding of such a system in order to identify appropriate interventions but also to 

establish opportunities and needs for working in synergy (taking advantage of complementary exper-

tise) or for consultation and/or collective learning (e.g. to draw lessons across different programmes 

about the extent to which they contributed towards structural change in a particular system).  

Various analytic tools mentioned in the previous chapters, together with existing expertise and expe-

rience among different Belgian development actors on how to deal with complex change, can be 

drawn upon for carrying out such systems oriented, problem-driven and actor focused context 

analysis. For example, in order to better understand the system of a particular sector, staff from the 

bilateral cooperation, already in 2016, proposed a societal learning loop model (see fig. 1.2). This 

model provides an analytic framework that can be used to develop a more in-depth understanding of 

the different societal actors being involved in a continuous learning cycle that consists of a downward 

‘trickle-down’ process (from policy levels towards operational levels) and upward ‘capitalisation’ pro-

cess (feedback from operational levels towards policy levels) (see box 5.1).  
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Box 5.1. Using a societal learning loop model to inform bilateral development cooperation 

Already in 2016, staff from the former Belgian Technical Cooperation, drew from their broad practical 

experience as well as academic literature to question a linear and control-oriented planning approach 

towards development. Instead, a cyclic model was proposed that recognizes that country owned develop-

ment and change in a particular sector is dependent on the strength and quality of a continuous cycle of 

policy formulation – policy testing – policy feedback – policy adaptation. In an ideal situation the cycle 

involves a constructive but critical endogenous policy dialogue between government actors formulating 

policies and standards and societal actors such as civil society, private sector, the population, civil servants 

who are following governments policy decisions and test and implement policies at an operational level. This 

critical dialogue is driven by a trickle-down process of policies, laws, resources towards the operational level 

and a capitalization process where lessons learned and experiences from implementing policy are fed back 

to policy makers (see figure 5.2). Each step in this cycle requires specific capacities from different stakeholders, 

such as the ability and willingness of policy 

makers to listen to different stakeholders 

and to formulate and adapt policies aimed 

at meeting the needs and rights of the 

population. Also stakeholders at the opera-

tional level need the capacity to under-

stand and implement policies, norms and 

rules and to critically analyse shortcomings 

and formulate suggestions for alternatives. 

Depending on the specific context and 

specific challenges and needs, develop-

ment actors can support or influence differ-

ent stakeholders at various levels in the 

societal learning loop. The results of such 

support cannot be predicted as they will be 

determined by cycles of continuous 

learning. 

 

 

 

Such continuous learning and experimentation is also embedded in the Problem Driven Iterative 

Adaptation (PDIA) approach (figure 5.3.) where ‘implementation gaps’ are addressed by allowing for 

positive deviance (off the beaten track) to experiment and learn from failure (Andrews et al. 2017). 

Figure 5.3 illustrates the different steps of the Problem Driven Iterative Adaptation approach.  

Figure 5.2 The continuous process of trickle down and capitalisation as 

a societal learning loop (Bossyns et al., 2016) 
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Figure 5.3 Iterative process in simplified form (Andrews et al. 2017) 

 

From an SDG perspective, using analytic models such as the example illustrated in box 5.1 and 

figure 5.2 are interesting for various reasons:  

1. A strong focus on local ownership and multi-stakeholdership that is based on the realization that 

an endogenous policy dialogue involving various societal actors (including the most vulnerable) 

is at the heart of any development process. it also recognizes that external development actors 

can only support local stakeholders in the various stages and processes of such dialogue; 

2. A cyclical model of development which recognizes the need for continuous learning and adapta-

tion. Such cyclical models are more in line with learning oriented programme management 

approaches such as action research (involving a continuous cycles of hypothesizing and planning, 

acting, reflection and learning). This contrasts with linear and externally controlled development 

models (often associated with management tools such as the logical framework);  

3. A recognition of the importance of cross cutting disciplines and capacities, both at opera-

tional/technical level as well as policy level. Given that development actors may be working at 

different levels in the cycle with different stakeholders, the model may provide a framework that 

can inform the creation of synergies and complementarities between interventions and develop-

ment actors;  
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4. A strong focus upon the interactions between the different key stakeholders within a particular 

context or system which can facilitate the identification of the most appropriate entry points and 

strategies for support. The model can inform such decision through facilitating an analysis of its 

potential to strengthen the interactions between the stakeholders in the societal learning loop. 

Sometimes a less obvious actor (e.g. an actor who runs the risk of not being heard) might be 

strategically better placed for receiving support by external development actors; 

5. As different development actors may act at different levels within a particular system, the model 

may provide a useful analytic framework to analyse how different interventions working on a 

particular system managed to contribute to change at different levels within the system. This 

could provide a learning oriented approach towards aggregating the results of different interven-

tions that work on the same system (of a sector or subsector) within a particular context.  

5.3 Integration of SDGs in a programme’s theory of change 

Over the years, there has been a growing body of practical experience as well as literature on the 

limited relevance of results-based planning, monitoring and evaluation (PME) approaches that follow 

a logic of linearity, predictability and control when dealing with complex societal change.  

While the use of linear logic models such as the logframe remains widespread within international 

development sectors, a rich variety of more complexity-oriented PME approaches has been devel-

oped and implemented over the years across a wide variety of development programmes and con-

texts. Such approaches recognize that the relation between cause and effect in complex change pro-

cesses is unpredictable and comes with high levels of uncertainty and emergent outcomes.  

A notable example is the growing use of theories of change as a basis for a more complexity-oriented 

approach towards programme design. Most Belgian development actors (Enabel, Bio and NGAs) 

have already started to use theories of change (mostly in parallel with the logical framework) in their 

current programmes. Current practice with theories of change can be described on a continuum (see 

figure 5.4) whereby theories of change can be used as a technical planning tool, as a way of thinking 

about how a project is expected to work, or as process of political thinking with the aim of developing 

a complex understanding of how change happens (Stein & Valters, 2012).  

Figure 5.4 ToC approaches can be understood across a continuum (Stein & Valters, 2012) 

 

Within this continuum four broad (often overlapping) categories of purpose can be identified (Stein 

& Valters 2012): 1) Strategic planning (mapping the change process and expected outcomes), 2) as a 

basis for monitoring and evaluation of expected processes and outcomes (allowing organizations to 

assess their contribution to change and to revise their TOC if necessary); 3) to communicate a pro-

gramme and its theory about the change process to different stakeholders; 4) to help stakeholders 

learn about the theory behind a programme.  

Already in the previous chapters, it was mentioned that theories of change provide potential entry 

points for integrating SDG principles into programme design, e.g. through a more explicit elaboration 

in a programme’s theory of change on how the intervention affects the most excluded (chapter 

1:LNOB), by helping organizations to be more explicit about the actors they seek to influence directly 
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or indirectly and the power relations between them (chapter 2: multi-stakeholdership); via the inte-

gration of a more in-depth analysis on potential synergies between SDGs and potential strategies to 

address negative trade-offs (chapter 3: Interlinkages).  

At the same time, the complex nature of the SDG framework demands for more complexity-oriented 

theory of change approaches that respond to the unpredictability and non-linearity of any societal 

development process. To that effect a theory of change approach in line with the SDG framework 

should feature the following characteristics (Valters, 2015):  

1. Focus on process (Theories of change are not static): After its initial development, a theory 

of change should be continuously used to critically appraise the various assumptions made at 

various causal connections within the theory, also allowing new assumptions to arise during pro-

gramme implementation. This means that a theory of change cannot be a rigid plan but will need 

to be adjusted based on lessons learned during implementation. This also means that any SDG 

related analysis regarding LNOB, political economy and power relations between stakeholders, 

interlinkages and trade-offs, will need to be reassessed on a regular basis during implementation. 

It also requires and adaptive programming approach which facilitates programme adjustment 

based on lessons learned during programme implementation. Furthermore, such approach will 

require a learning-oriented monitoring practice focusing on changes at different levels within the 

theory of change and an analysis of the factors or actors who have contributed towards these 

changes. It also calls for a more flexible result frameworks and questions the relevance of rigid 

predetermined targets as a basis for programme accountability (see the next paragraph). 

2. Prioritise Learning: Not many people will disagree with the idea of adaptive programming and 

the adjustment of planned activities or strategies when there is evidence that these are not work-

ing in a particular context. Practice however shows that operationalizing such adaptive approach 

is often difficult due to various constraints, e.g. accountability requirements based on predeter-

mined targets, budgetary and decision making procedures that constrain the possibility of field 

staff to make necessary adjustments, limited time frames, monitoring and learning not being con-

sidered as part of the job of implementing staff, … (Teskey and Tyrrel, 2017). A shift from 

results-based management towards results-based learning is an interesting option to address these 

constraints. From such perspective, programmes would be made accountable for learning (Van 

Ongevalle et al. 2012, Guijt 2010, Valters 2015, Pasanen & Barnett (2019). This would have 

implications for the development and use of results frameworks. For example, from a results-

based learning perspective, SMART indicators would not represent targets to be reached, but 

rather points of reference to motivate stakeholders to be involved in monitoring, reflection, learn-

ing, and to guide their actions and interaction. Furthermore, in contexts of complex change, pro-

gramme actors also need to go beyond these frameworks and to look for unexpected and some-

times intangible results (e.g. change in gender relations) at various levels within their theory of 

change. From such learning perspective, theories of change can be used as a tool for building 

learning into the programme cycle of planning, implementing, monitoring and evaluation. This 

also resonates with a more cyclic action research approach that is already being used by different 

Belgian development actors (e.g. Enabel, Protos, …) and which allows theories of change to be 

used as a tool for ‘structured experiential learning’ (Andrews et al. 201231). There is also a growing 

body of literature that provides practical frameworks and guidelines to operationalize such 

iterative and adaptive programming approach. The Global Learning for Adaptive Management 

initiative (GLAM) has produced a series of briefing papers highlighting good practices and exam-

ples of how adaptive programming can be operationalized (Ramalingam et al. 2019, Hernandez 

 

31  https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/1426292_file_Andrews_Pritchett_Woolcock_traps_FINAL_0.pdf  

https://www.cgdev.org/sites/default/files/1426292_file_Andrews_Pritchett_Woolcock_traps_FINAL_0.pdf


62 

 

CHAPTER 5 | SDG INTEGRATION IN PROGRAMME CYCLES AND RESULTS FRAMEWORKS 

et al. 2019). Findings from this initiative show for example that monitoring, evaluation and learn-

ing plays a key role in an adaptive programme cycle (figure 5.5). 

Figure 5.5 The role of monitoring, evaluation and learnin in adaptive programmes (adapted from 

Ramalingam et al., 2019) 

 

3. Actor focused and locally led: As already indicated earlier in this paper, the SDG framework 

comes with a strong recognition that any societal development process needs to be carried and 

owned by endogenous actors. Hence the importance to facilitate (where possible) active partici-

pation or involvement (at least through consultation) of programme stakeholders (incl. benefi-

ciaries) within the development of, and ongoing critical reflection about a programme’s theory 

of change. Furthermore, in line with the SDG principle of multi-stakeholdership and Leaving no 

one behind, programmes that support complex societal change will often be built around multiple 

actors (including the most vulnerable) that may hold different understandings of the programme’s 

objectives, how to achieve these, and what the roles and responsibilities are of each of these 

actors. Also, different power relations will be at play between the different actors. Hence, a theory 

of change approach will only be relevant to the extent that it helps a programme to analyze and 

provide information about the ‘messy’ day-to-day social interactions between different pro-

gramme stakeholders and to facilitate and support these interactions (Bossyns et al. 2016).  

Research as well as experience in current programmes of Belgian development actors shows that 

actor focused planning, monitoring and evaluation approaches can help to ensure that theories 

of change become more explicit about the different endogenous actors a programme hopes to 
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influence or support directly or indirectly. They can also facilitate the active participation of local 

stakeholders within the theory of change process and associated monitoring and evaluation 

activities. Notable examples include actor focused planning monitoring and evaluation methods 

such as outcome mapping, outcome harvesting, most significant change, client satisfaction tools, 

sensemaker, developmental and utilization focused evaluation, contribution analysis, … (Stern et 

al. 2012, Van Ongevalle et al. 2014, O’Donnell 2016, USAID learning lab toolkit on complexity 

aware monitoring32, Valters et al. 2016,  Pasanen & Barnett 2019. 

5.4 Integration of SDG indicators in a programme’s result framework 

The approval of the SDG framework by the Belgian Government also comes with a growing expec-

tation that all actors of the Belgian development cooperation contribute towards the achievement of 

the SDGs. While there are still many questions and doubts among development actors about the 

usefulness and the practicalities of measuring the contribution of an individual organization or pro-

gramme towards such broad goals, various development actors, in varying degrees, have taken steps 

to integrate the SDGs in their result frameworks. This section gives an overview of these steps and 

highlights some of the (expected) advantages as well as challenges and opportunities for the way 

forward. 

 
From a policy or management perspective, the integration of the SDGs in programme results frameworks is 

attractive for various reasons:  

 Using indicators linked to SDG targets that refer to outcomes to which a development programme 

can contribute, may help to address the challenge of the SDGs being too broad to be measurable. 

In other words, they can bring the task of tracking one’s contribution towards a particular SDG closer 

to the intervention. 

 They can provide an intervention with internationally recognized indicators that provide a tool to 

track and report monitoring information on specific SDG targets. While there are still many questions 

(see further) about how to collect reliable information and to determine the intervention’s contribu-

tion, having intervention specific monitoring information about a particular SDG target can be an 

important element for carrying out any process of contribution analysis.  

 Specific selections of SDG target indicators can encourage development actors to go beyond SDG 

washing of their existing strategies and interventions, but to take specific effort to operationalize SDG 

principles such as interlinkages, potential trade-offs, working towards LNOB. 

 Using similar internationally recognized SDG target indicators within the interventions of different 

development actors may not only facilitate aggregation of information but may also provide oppor-

tunities for joint programming.  

 

4.1.1. Bilateral development Cooperation 

Enabel’s management contract stipulates that it should systematically give evidence on how its pro-

gramme contributes to the SDGs. It was up to DGD to develop a methodology for this. In an internal 

document33 DGD and Enabel clarified the following process on how to give evidence to SDG con-

tribution. Enabel has to show its contribution to specific SDG targets referred to in the instruction 

letter of the minister of development cooperation for any specific country programme. Enabel is not 

expected to claim a quantified part of a county’s progress towards specific SDGs. However, on a 

yearly basis it has to communicate clearly about its results in a particular country in relation to the 

SDGs34. To that effect DGD and Enabel have taken initial steps to provide guidance on how to 

develop a result framework with appropriate indicators that can help bilateral programmes to track 

their contribution towards relevant SDG targets. 

 

32  https://usaidlearninglab.org/monitoring-toolkit?tab=2 

33  Opvolging van de Belgische bijdrage aan de Duurzame Ontwikkelingsdoelen in het kader van de gouvernementele samenwerking 

(Interne nota, DGD 2019). 

34  Opvolging van de Belgische bijdrage aan de Duurzame Ontwikkelingsdoelen in het kader van de gouvernementele samenwerking 

(Interne nota, DGD 2019). 

https://usaidlearninglab.org/complexity-aware-monitoring/approaches
https://usaidlearninglab.org/complexity-aware-monitoring/approaches
https://usaidlearninglab.org/monitoring-toolkit?tab=2


64 

 

CHAPTER 5 | SDG INTEGRATION IN PROGRAMME CYCLES AND RESULTS FRAMEWORKS 

DGD worked out a list of 24 corporate indicators (still work in progress) for specific SDG targets 

that fall under the main priority sectors in which the Belgian development cooperation is engaged.  

DGD expects Enabel to integrate the corporate indicators that are relevant for specific interventions. 

Enabel developed a (draft) policy note on ‘Development and Cooperation Result Indicators’ which 

proposes 62 indicators that field teams can chose from when designing the result frameworks of their 

respective interventions (programme portfolios). This list also includes the corporate indicators 

worked out by DGD. An introductory note explains the selection process of these indicators, 

whereby the relevance for Enabel interventions, the robustness of the indicators and the availability 

of data were important criteria. 

Enabel used the OECD guidelines (2018) on results frameworks with SDG indicators for the Belgian 

bilateral exercise, which identifies 3 levels in the results chain:  

- Level 1: Development results: global or national development change to which Belgian ODA con-

tributes (impact and outcomes); 

- Level 2: Development Co-operation results: results to which Enabel contributes directly or which 

are attributed to Enabel interventions (outcomes and outputs); 

- Level 3: Delivery and performance information of Enabel (outputs, inputs and management infor-

mation). 

Within the Enabel guiding document, corporate indicators are suggested for levels 1 and 2 of the 

results chains.  

Level 1 indicators correspond with SDG-indicators of the Tier 1 type, i.e indicators which 

 Are sufficiently robust (conceptually clear; based on an internationally established methodology). 

 Measure results at impact-level. 

 For which data are supposedly available at country-level (for at least 50% of the countries/population in 

every region where the indicator is relevant). 

 29 such indicators have been selected in the list. 

 

Level 2 indicators correspond with either (a) Tier 1 type data but in a disaggregated or adapted way, (b) Tier 2 

or 3 type data (which are less robust, measuring outcomes and outputs respectively, and for which data 

may not be available at country level), (c) ‘corporate’ Enabel indicators that are not included in the list of 

SDG indicators but with a clear link to the targets. The note further adds the following explanation: 

 Some of the SDG indicators have been adapted in order to make it feasible to measure them every year.  

 The use of level 2 indicators for projects will require baseline studies to be produced during the preparation 

phase, to be completed by the start of the intervention. Yearly follow-up will need to be assured by using 

disaggregated data provided by the recipient country or an international organization, either by proper 

collection. 

 33 such indicators have been selected. 

A review of bilateral programmes designed under Enabel’s new management contract show that SDG 

targets that are specified in the minister’s instruction letter and associated indicators that also belong 

to the corporate indicators of DGD and Enabel find their way into the portfolio’s result frameworks.  

Interestingly, SDG target indicators are chosen and adapted in a such a way that they are made rele-

vant for a specific programme and respond to the specific objectives of the programme. This is 

illustrated by table 1.1 which highlights some parts of the results framework from the current bilateral 

programme in Benin (not all indicators are shown). 
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Table 5.1 Extracts from the results framework of Enabel’s Benin portfolio (not all indicators shown) 

Changements visés  
(Bénin bilateral programme) 

Indicateurs  
(+ source de 

vérification) in 
Bénin portfolio 

Enabel corporate 
indicator (level 2) 

DGD corporate 
indicator 

(level 2)35 

SDG target 
indicator 

(UNSTATS) 

Objectif global: Contribuer à la créa-
tion d’emplois décents et durables, à 
l’augmentation des revenus des acteurs 
économiques et des ménages, et à 
l’amélioration des équilibres macroéco-
nomiques du Bénin 

Nombre d’emplois 
FTE décents créés 
(Source INSAE, 
désagrégé par 
tranche d’âge et par 
sexe) 

8.5.2 Number of 
full-time (equiva-
lent) jobs created 
and maintained 

8.5.2 Net additional 
jobs created 

8.5.2 Unemployment 
rate, by sex, age and 
persons with disabili-
ties (Tier 1 - robust) 

Objectif Spécifique pilier 1 (chaines 
de valeurs ajoutée CVA et entrepre-
nariat agrobusiness): Renforcer de 
manière inclusive et durable les CVA 
ciblées et leur positionnement sur le 
marché, en œuvrant à répondre aux 
goulots d’étranglement clés de celle-ci 
et à la professionnalisation des agri-
entrepreneurs y impliqués, … 

Nombre d’hectares 
cultivés de manière 
durable 

2.4.1 Number of ha 
of agricultural area 
(including pastoral, 
forest, wetlands) 
under environmen-
tally sustainable 
exploitation 

 

2.4.1 Number of 
hectares of agricul-
tural land where 
sustainable prac-
tices are 
implemented 

2.4.1. Proportion of 
agricultural area 
under productive and 
sustainable 
agriculture (Tier 3) 

Résultat 2: La compétitivité des CVA 
est améliorée par une augmentation des 
marges aux différents maillons 

Augmentation 
globale de la 
production 

Nombre d’hectares 
mis en valeur pour 
production 
d’ananas 

2.3.1. le rendement 
par type de culture 
(output/ha) 

2.3.1.Volume of 
production per 
hectare 

2.3.1 Volume of pro-
duction per labour 
unit by classes of 

farming/pastoral/for
estry enterprise size 
(Tier 3) 

In the Benin case, SDG target indicators were used in a flexible way and adjusted to fit the specific 

needs and objectives of the programme. For example, the SDG target indicator (8.5.2) related to job 

creation was adjusted in the Benin programme by specifying that it pertains the creation of decent 

jobs. Also, the specific reference to sustainable agriculture within the indicator related to agricultural 

production (2.4.1) was an adaptation that allows a stronger linkage with the transversal theme of 

environmental sustainability. Furthermore, besides the SDG target indicators, additional indicators, 

both qualitative as well as quantitative were included in order to facilitate progress monitoring and 

learning from various levels in the programme’s theory of change. 

The review shows that it is indeed possible to find relevant (corporate) SDG target indicators that 

can be integrated into a programme’s results framework. During interviews it was also highlighted 

that such indicators can help to establish the baseline of the programme. At the same time, respond-

ents expressed considerable doubts about how the use of such indicators would allow them to follow 

up on a programme’s contribution to the SDGs.  

Given the early stage of the new bilateral programme(s), only time will tell if the integration of the 

SDG target indicators was indeed helpful to track the programme’s contribution towards specific 

SDGs and to learn about progress in a way that it could inform adaptive programming. 

5.4.1 BIO 

Since 2015 BIO is using its internal development assessment framework to measure its contribution 

to development effects. The tool is used to assesses ex ante the contribution of an investment 

opportunity to each of BIO’s own development goals: local economic growth; private sector inno-

 

35  In principle, the level 2 indicators of DGD should be the same as those of Enabel. The fact that there are still differences in the example 

of Benin, is due to the fact that list of indicators, at the time of this report, was not yet validated or final. 
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vation or consolidation; financial inclusion; food security & rural development; access to basic ser-

vices; fight against climate change & preservation of natural resources; promotion of environmental 

and social governance best practices; and gender.  

The assessment tool contains various sets of quantitative development indicators that are in line 

with the Harmonized Indicators for Private Sector Operations2. One set of five mandatory indicators 

is used in all projects: # of jobs, # of female jobs, personnel expenses, sales, taxes paid to govern-

ments; The other sets can be used where relevant and include indicators for specific types of invest-

ment projects such investments in financial institutions (e.g. # branches, # rural branches, # saving 

accounts, SME loan portfolio, …) or investments in renewable energy projects (e.g. power produc-

tion, CO2 emissions avoided, …). Together with the client, BIO agrees on development indicators 

to be reported annually. In addition, an external case study evaluation is carried out by a third-party 

expert to assess BIO’s development performance. Furthermore, BIO seeks to maintain an ongoing 

relationship with its clients to monitor their E&S compliance and requests corrective actions when 

necessary. 

While BIO has taken considerable steps to strengthen its monitoring and evaluation system, questions 

remain about the extent to which it provides the necessary information to support BIO’s assumptions 

about its contribution towards development results. For example, through its investment in private 

sector projects (SMEs, infrastructure, financial sector) BIO claims to be able to contribute to various 

SDGs (especially SDGs 1,7,8,9 and 10)36 through the socio-economic growth of the host country 

and their population. However, there are different intermediary result levels between the provision 

of an investment and any specific SDG for which the current monitoring system often does not 

provide sufficient information to be able to support such contribution claim. Also, from an SDG 

perspective, BIO’s monitoring system would need to be able to follow up on the principle of inter-

linkages which is well reflected in BIO’s ‘due diligence’ approach. It may be a challenge however to 

monitor beyond the private sector actor that is supported directly and engage for example in larger 

value chain studies. Such efforts may be needed however, in order to learn about any potential neg-

ative trade-offs or perverse effects of a particular investment. Furthermore, the current assessment 

tool and mandated indicators may not provide the necessary disaggregated information that would 

be required to allow an analysis of development results from the perspective of the leaving no one 

behind principle.  

BIO is currently involved in the revision of its internal assessment framework and associated indica-

tors as well as in the refinement of its theories of change in order to specify more clearly its assump-

tions about how its investments can contribute towards specific SDGs. The SDGs with associated 

targets and indicators as well as the SDG principles can provide guidance and tangible tools for 

strengthening BIO’s monitoring and evaluation system. The SDG framework may also help to iden-

tify opportunities for a better coordination, alignment or collaboration with other development actors 

in relation to monitoring and evaluation.  

5.4.2 Indirect development cooperation 

Among the NGAs, efforts to integrate the SDGs in current programme result frameworks are limited 

as there were no formal demands from donors, including DGD, to make an explicit link with the 

SDG goals, targets or indicators during the formulation phase of the current programmes (2017-

 

36  In 2018, BIO has taken steps to link the BIO development goals and subgoals with specific SDGs. This exercise has been disaggregated 

at project level in order to assess which SDGs are affected by which type of investments. Among the projects signed in 2017, the 

SDGs most frequently affected are SDGs 1, 8, 9 and 10. This SDG mapping is currently being refined, with the ambition to have clear, 

systematic and transparent methodology to link the BDGs, the SDGs and the development indicators. (see PSR-SDG scoping report 

p. 43). 
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2021). There were also no general guidelines on the what and how of the SDGs for the non-govern-

mental development cooperation: not from the federations, nor from DGD. There are however 

various initiatives and activities taking place around SDG integration in the programme cycle by 

individual NGAs. For example, several NGOs have aligned their theory of change with some of the 

SDG goals or targets (e.g. Rode Kruis Vlaanderen). Some NGAs also had internal exercises to look 

more in depth to how they can use the SDG framework and the indicators in addition to their own 

results framework. Furthermore, many NGAs retrofit the SDGs in their external communication. 

However, all these initiatives have not yet been translated into SDG integrated result frameworks or 

into the monitoring and evaluation of a programme’s contribution towards specific SDGs.  

Many of the NGAs fear that focusing on the quantified targets in the SDG framework will have 

perverse effects, based on lessons from the past. The example was given of the narrow framing of 

the education targets and indicators in the MDGs which had negative consequences, stemming from 

the omission of salient aspects of quality, context, and equity (Unterhalter, 2014). 

NGAs also emphasized the need to balance the burden with the asset of linking up with the SDG 

targets and indicators. A lot of effort has already been put in strengthening the M&E frameworks 

over the last year. The arrival of the SDGs should not be a step-back, but rather a step forward. It 

will be important to balance the different options and opportunities to the challenges. (see also in the 

next section). 

5.5 Challenges and potential bottlenecks for SDG integration in programme cycles 

and results frameworks  

- Doubts about the rationale for measuring contribution towards the SDGs: As already men-

tioned above, development actors who participated in the research raised considerable questions 

about how the corporate SDG target indicators would allow them to follow up on a programme’s 

contribution to the SDGs. Doubts were raised about how information from the programme level 

would feed into the SDGs which are part of a country level results framework. Furthermore, it was 

questioned why Belgian development actors and their partners would need to report towards SDG 

indicators when this is (supposed to be) done by the national government and if this would not 

lead to parallel data collection systems. In addition, while some NGAs can link their programme 

more easily to a specific SDG indicator this might be more difficult or too ambitious for others. 
 

At the same time there seems to be some consensus that SDG target indicators need to be used in 

a flexible way. They will also need to be contextualised and adapted to the reality of a programme 

so that they can help in tracking information that is useful for a programme to learn about its 

progress and to inform adaptive programming. The theory of change process described earlier and 

around which Belgian development actors are increasingly building up expertise, can provide an 

important opportunity to try to link SDG target indicators at specific result levels in a programme’s 

theory of change that fall within a programme’s direct or indirect sphere of influence. 
 

Interestingly the problem of measuring contribution (and fortunately DGD policy is not expecting 

attribution) is not something new emerging through the 2030 agenda. It is a common challenge 

throughout the longer history of results-based management. Even before the SDGs, there were 

lots of questions about the extent to which a development programme could be made accountable 

for the achievement of specific results at levels within its theory of change over which it didn’t have 

control or direct influence. Fortunately, over the years, a growing body of experience and expertise 

has emerged around the use of more complexity-oriented monitoring and evaluation approaches 

to track and learn from development results that a programme cannot control. Hence instead of 
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heralding something completely new and unrealistic, the SDGs could become a catalyst for putting 

extra effort in implementing these complexity-oriented monitoring and evaluation approaches in 

order to measure and learn about one’s contribution towards specific SDGs.  
 

- Technical challenges: One general concern pertains the limited availability of reliable in-country 

monitoring data for specific SDG target indicators. As a result, development actors find themselves 

responsible for organizing data collection themselves, which can be time consuming, costly and 

putting extra demand on limited human resources. It was also highlighted that it’s difficult to find 

the motivation to invest in processes of data collection if these data will not be useful for learning 

about a programme’s progress and for informing programme management. In addition, there are 

many questions about transparency about the process aggregation and reporting on SDG achieve-

ments at national and global levels.  
 

- Transforming development cooperation practice: There was also a feeling among development 

actors (both Enabel and NGAs) that as for now the SDGs have not yet made a notable difference 

regarding results-based programming. Linking an existing results framework with specific SDGs 

(SDG labelling) which was mostly the case with the NGA programmes as well as the integration 

of SDG target indicators in the results framework of the Bilateral programme portfolio was rather 

seen as an external requirement asked for by DGD.  

 

‘‘We have effectively done the TOC, and have added an extra column to it to show which indicator might con-

tribute to which objective. So we’ve done our job, but will that change anything in practice? I do not think so. Not 

within the current organization, after all. We do it to satisfy people, but it does not serve as a means of orientation 

or a means of reflection. We still use our own indicators for this.’’(interview extract during Benin field visit) 

 

At the same time, as was also highlighted above, the integration of the SDGs in a programme’s 

result framework can bring some added value. Certain combinations of specific SDG target indica-

tors can strengthen a programme’s consideration of important interlinkages and trade-offs, it can 

strengthen a programmes attention for specific transversal themes (e.g. decent work and environ-

mental sustainability as was the case in the Benin bilateral programme), it can also direct focus on 

specific target groups such as LNOB. 

5.6 Way forward 

Recommendations on the way forward in relation to the SDG integration in the programme cycle 

and results frameworks, both on a general level as well as for specific development actors (DGD, 

Enabel, Bio and NGAs) are provided in the final chapter.  
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6 |  Recommendations - Using the SDGs as a 

compass - how to translate it into practice? 

Drawing on the research findings discussed throughout the various chapters, this section presents a 

number of practical recommendations that can facilitate development actors to use the SDGs as a 

compass within the Belgian development cooperation. The first part presents some general recom-

mendations for the Belgian development sector as a whole. The second part zooms in specific 

recommendations for DGD, Enabel, NGAs and BIO. 

6.1 General recommendations 

It is encouraging to observe that there is a general consensus among development actors (bilateral, 

NGAs, BIO) about the importance of the SDG framework (especially the SDG principles) and its 

potential added value for strengthening their respective programmes. Furthermore, many examples 

could be observed where certain elements of the SDG framework are already finding their way (often 

implicitly) in current programmes. Therefore, when looking at opportunities for going beyond busi-

ness as usual with regards to the SDGs, it will be important to approach the Belgian development 

cooperation as a system of development actors “that is in motion, at a point on its journey, and with 

a range of possible future paths and outcomes’’37 (Quotation adapted from Koh et al. 2017, p. 26). 

Drawing from the research findings discussed in the previous chapters and using INTRAC’s 

metaphor of the human body for capacity development (Lipson and Hunt 2009), it can be argued 

that the operationalization of the SDG framework as a guiding compass for the Belgian development 

cooperation will require a concerted effort around the following four dimensions (see figure 6.1): 

1) Head: agenda and ambition for using the SDG framework; 2) Spine: underlying values for effective 

use of the SDG framework; 3) Arms: the concepts, methods and tools for operationalizing the SDG 

framework and 4) legs: policy guidance and operational support for using the SDG framework. 

Figure 6.1 Four dimensions to consider when operationalizing the SDG framework (adapted from Lipson & 

Hunt, 2009) 

 

 

 

37  Koh, H., King, S., Irfan, A., Agarwal, R., Dayal, A., Brown, A. (2017) Shaping Inclusive Markets. How Funders and Intermediaries can Help 

Markets Move toward Greater Economic Inclusion. 

Head: Agenda for using the SDG framework 

Spine: Values for operationalizing the SDG framework  

Arms: concepts, methods and tools using the SDG framework 

Legs: Support for operationalising the SDG framework 
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6.1.1 The head: Agenda for using the SDG framework (Why?) 

The head refers to the agenda or the underlying reasons for using the SDG framework. It provides 

the answer to the following question: Using the SDGs for what purpose? Is this mainly a labelling 

exercise where actors only need to tick boxes? Or is this a more fundamental exercise of taking the 

SDG philosophy to the next level: pushing actors to actually become serious about the implications 

of the SDG agenda?  

The agenda therefore plays an important role in setting the ambition for using the SDG framework.  

The results of the scoping phase and field visits learn that development actors will not find strong 

motivation to use the SDG framework unless it is considered useful for strengthening their respective 

programmes. According to the research findings, an agenda with the potential to motivate develop-

ment actors to use the SDG framework should focus on the following elements: 

 

- Using the SDG framework for communication, awareness raising and advocacy: Develop-

ment cooperation (and budgets) are under stress and over time ODA is likely to be put under 

pressure to finance Belgian security and migration concerns. In order to safeguard Belgium’s con-

tribution to the full spectrum of SDGs, the Belgian development sector has an important role to 

play in pushing Agenda 2030 higher on the agenda of policy makers. This lobby and advocacy 

agenda will require collective investments in time, energy and resources. For that purpose, a joint 

SDG narrative could be developed (for example, around the win-win of development cooperation 

for the nexus global-national interests – with a focus on LNOB in particular) so as to communicate 

to the wider public with a stronger, unified voice. This could also involve the seizing of international 

SDG events and activities where Belgian development cooperation can be brought in a (positive) 

spotlight within the public media. Maybe a multi stakeholder SDG taskforce gathering participants 

from DGD, NGAs and external experts could help to spearhead this communication, awareness 

raising and advocacy aspect of the agenda for SDG integration. 
 

- Using the SDG framework to set priorities and design interventions 

The SDG principles together with the goals, sub-goals and targets not only provide a language to 

communicate about the complex reality of development cooperation, but also avail an analytic 

framework that can help development actors to set priorities and design interventions that respond 

to this complexity. In our mapping exercise, we have seen few Belgian organisations and pro-

grammes responding to the SDGs in such a strategic way, while the SDG framework provides an 

excellent framework for deepening analysis, informing theories of change, building synergies and 

creating opportunities for scaling-up at the international, national and local level. 
 

- Using the SDG framework as a catalyst for learning and adaptive programming: A common 

finding across the different chapters relates to the challenge of finding practical approaches to deal 

with the complex reality of societal development and social, economic and political transformation. 

Actors need to learn if their interventions are indeed contributing to sustainable development and 

if not, make (and be given the space and time) to undertake the necessary adjustments. Hence, a 

key element of the agenda or the purpose for using the SDG framework as a compass would be to 

stimulate learning and adaptive programming (hence going beyond reporting on SDG indicators at 

a macro level). To that effect, the agenda for SDG integration should prioritize the use of the SDG 

framework (SDG principles, goals and targets) as much as possible for more in-depth analysis and 

learning at programme level during the various stages of the programme cycle (context analysis, 

programme design, planning, monitoring and evaluation). The tools and approaches highlighted in 

chapter 5 provide entry points for learning and adaptive programming. 
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6.1.2 Spine – values for operationalizing the SDG framework 

The spine relates to the key values that form the backbone of the SDG framework and which devel-

opment actors will need to embrace and integrate and operationalize through their vision and mission 

if they seek to use the SDG framework as a compass. Values are ideas and qualities that are informed 

by, and in turn inform, beliefs, principles and aspirations that are important to the actors involved 

(Lipson and Hunt 2009, p39). In relation to the SDG framework key values include a strong com-

mitment towards local ownership and active participation of a wide variety of stakeholders (including 

the most vulnerable) into the various stages of the programme cycle.  

The mapping research did not include a comprehensive assessment of the level of localization, but 

several key informants flagged this issue as an area of attention. Also evaluation reports and studies 

continue to refer to challenges around ownership and sustainability. So, while the sector is deeply 

convinced and committed to work needs-based and demand-driven, the sector struggles with these 

issues. These values call for development approaches that seek to move higher up the localization 

spectrum, with a demand-driven approach as the minimum and a strong commitment to move 

towards localized approaches (see table 6.1). 

Table 6.1 Localization spectrum: needs-based approach | demand-driven approach | localized UDC 

(adapted from Green, 2018) 

Needs based approach Demand-driven approach Localized approach 

Local stakeholders are engaged 

systematically in externally framed 

decision-making processes (by the 

Northern counterparts) regarding the 

orientation and implementation of 

interventions. 

Local stakeholders collaboratively 

determine the orientation and 

implementation of the interventions 

with their Northern counterparts. 

Alignment is sought with local policies 

and other relevant projects. 

Local stakeholders lead in 

determining the orientation and 

implementation of interventions with 

their Northern counterparts. 

Alignment is sought with local policies 

and other relevant projects. 

Of course, doing justice to the values of local ownership and active participation of relevant stake-

holders has considerable practical implications. Such processes will require various forms of multi-

stakeholdership processes involving adequate resources and expertise to provide the opportunities 

and conducive environment for participation and ownership to grow and develop during an inter-

vention.  

6.1.3 The arms: concepts, methods and tools for operationalizing the SDG framework 

The arms refer to the concepts, methods and tools that can be used to operationalize the SDG frame-

work. Detailed recommendations about what to do exactly, evidently flow from the decisions taken 

above (head, spine -level). As has been highlighted in the previous chapters, various aspects of the 

SDG principles are already being applied to varying extents and often implicitly within the pro-

grammes of different development actors (Enabel, BIO and NGAs). In addition, DGD and Enabel 

have already taken initial steps to integrate SDG target indicators within the result frameworks of 

new bilateral programmes.  

It will be important to build upon existing expertise to develop and adapt relevant approaches and 

tools that can contribute towards the establishment of a practical toolbox that development actors 

can draw upon to integrate the SDGs in their work. It will also be important to prioritize the devel-

opment and adaptation of tools for which there is a particular demand or need among development 

actors. Based on the findings from the scoping phase and the field visits, there seems to be a particular 
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need and demand for practical tools and methods pertaining the following aspects of the SDG frame-

work: 

1. Interlinkages: there is a strong demand among different development actors for user friendly 

analytic frameworks that can help them to analyze interlinkages (positive and negative) between 

different SDG goals and targets in order to maximize positive synergies and avoid or minimize 

and address negative trade-offs.  

2. LNOB: There is a need for policy guidelines on the role, scope and place of LNOB in the 

bilateral cooperation, the investment projects of BIO and the programmes of the NGAs. In 

addition, there is need for practical guidelines to help address operational challenges (e.g. diag-

nostics, data management, targeting) and political challenges (e.g. Conflicting interests, collision 

with principle of universalism, tackling root causes). 

3. Multi-stakeholdership: There is need for policy guidance as well as practical guidelines and user 

friendly tools that can assist development actors in the process of developing and maintaining 

SDG-proof multi-stakeholder partnerships. As is illustrated in the chapter on multi-stakeholder-

ship, there is already a considerable body of practical experience with multi-stakeholdership 

approaches that can be drawn upon to higher the ambition around this principle and to move 

multi-stakeholder partnerships from an add-on towards a more integrated and ecosystems 

approach involving a wide variety of societal actors. This will also require specific tools and 

approaches that can inform engagement with the private sector. 

4. SDG integration in programme cycles and results frameworks: The various stages of the 

capacity development programme cycle described in chapter five, when approached as an 

iterative learning process (instead of linear sequence of distinct events) provide potential entry 

points through which the SDG principles and SDG target indicators can be put into practice. 

However, this will require tailor made capacity development and support as well as user friendly 

tools and analytic frameworks to consider the SDG framework during processes of context 

analysis, for designing and reviewing actor focused theories of change or when implementing 

complexity-oriented planning, monitoring and evaluation. The approaches and tools for 

operationalizing adaptive programming highlighted in chapter 5 may again provide useful 

entrypoints for this.  

 

6.1.4 The legs: support for operationalising the SDGs. 

The legs refer to the support that needs to be provided to facilitate the operationalization of the SDG 

framework in the programmes of different development actors. As was already mentioned earlier, 

doing justice to the underlying values of the SDG framework will require the necessary policy support 

and policy guidelines as well as adequate resources, operational space and capacity. At policy level 

priorities and ambitions will need to be agreed upon in dialogue with different development actors. 

These ambitions will then need to be translated in policy guidelines for different actors of the Belgian 

development cooperation, taking in consideration the right of initiative of the NGAs. In line with 

specified ambition levels, adequate resources and capacity development trajectories will need to be 

put in place to provide a conducive operational space for SDG integration into the Belgian develop-

ment cooperation.  

Furthermore, a lot of Belgian actors work with local partners who will play an important part in 

shaping the legs. hence for actors that implement interventions in cooperation with local actors, the 

latter’s commitment is equally important. If partners do not see the use, relevance or importance of 

the SDGs, wobbly legs may undermine the whole body. 
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6.2 Recommendations for specific actors 

This section highlights some key recommendations for specific development actors that can be con-

sidered as ‘low hanging fruits’ and could facilitate a jump start in going beyond business as usual in 

relation to the integration of the SDG framework as a compass by the Belgian development coop-

eration. 

6.2.1 DGD  

DGD needs to decide how important the SDGs really are: is this about relabeling (cosmetic)? Or a 

genuine effort to ‘make silos dance’ (high priority)?. How important is it internally (policy notes, 

allocation and priorities, SDG principles, goals, indicators, …) but also externally: translation into 

funding schemes for NGAs, requirements, formats, timeframes, …? If SDG alignment is considered 

a high priority, then concrete steps will need to be taken to facilitate the integration of the SDGs in 

the Belgian development cooperation. Determining the steps that need to be taken will require the 

setting up of a dialogue within DGD but also with other stakeholders (NGAs, Enabel, BIO, 

embassies, …) to avoid resistance and to build on expertise and experience. Crucially important is 

that DGD decides which dimensions of the SDGs will be the focus of attention: principles? Goals? 

Targets?  

From the consultations throughout this research there seems to be a strong preference to make the 

principles a key pivoting element for the future, but at some point, this needs to become formal and 

clearly communicated.  

Potential steps to be taken to bring in the SDGs could include the following:  

- Prioritize and revise DGD policy documents accordingly (Strategy notes, formats for new NGA 

programmes, …); 

- Organize coordination and capacity building meetings to streamline efforts within DGD; 

- Set up an “SDG Team”; 

- In dialogue with different development actors (NGAs, Enabel, BIO, …) facilitate the organization 

of coordination and capacity development initiatives to streamline efforts around the SDGs; 

- Furthermore, also in dialogue with different development actors (NGAs, Enabel, BIO, …) develop 

a green paper regarding the use of the SDGs as a compass for the Belgian development coopera-

tion. Such paper could clarify the main purpose for SDG integration as well as potential strategies; 

- Review the development process of the instruction letter, from an SDG (principles) perspective. 

This could involve the exploration of opportunities for strengthening multi-stakeholder consulta-

tions preceding the drafting of the instruction letter (possibly coordinated by the Belgian embassies 

within partner countries). 

6.2.2 Enabel 

Try to move from indicators to principles, because it will inform the dialogue with DGD. The dis-

cussion on indicators tends to be ‘technical’, taking away the attention from the larger, contextual 

challenges. Emphasizing the principles might empower Enabel to push the dialogue with DGD (but 

also in-country stakeholders) to a more holistic, substantial level. The following steps could be con-

sidered: 

- Use upcoming monitoring and reporting cycles to find out if the integration of SDG target indica-

tors in the results frameworks of the new bilateral programmes is indeed helpful to learn about the 

programme’s contribution (at lower levels within the theory of change) towards specific SDGs and 

if such learning can promote adaptive programming. To that effect, a collective action learning 

trajectory could be set up allowing different bilateral programmes to exchange experiences with 
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using various complexity-oriented methods38 to monitor its outcomes and to analyse its contribu-

tion towards specific SDGs as outlined in their theories of change.  

- Involve local actors as much as possible during any initiatives taken to strengthen the integration 

of the SDGs in the bilateral cooperation. 

- Build upon existing expertise with systems oriented and actor focused approaches for analyzing a 

particular sector or subsector (see for example the societal learning loop model from Verle et al. 

2016) to develop practical approaches that can be used to strengthen the analysis of interlinkages 

and LNOB during processes of context analysis and during the development and review of theories 

of change. The ‘SDG team’ with staff from Enabel and DGD and external support (e.g. from the 

SDG-PSR research team) could take the lead on this. 

6.2.3 Non-governmental actors (NGAs) 

While the NGAs recognize the importance of the SDG framework there is also a concern that it 

could become a top down reporting framework that mainly serves accountability requirements. At 

the same time, there is considerable interest among the NGAs to go beyond business as usual regard-

ing the SDG framework (and in particular the SDG principles) if it can provide added value for the 

organizations and their respective programmes. To that effect the following steps could be con-

sidered: 

- The SDG-PSR research offers a window of opportunity for the NGAs to proactively come forward 

with their own recommendations on specific modalities and guidelines for operationalising the 

SDG principles within their programmes and for tracking their contribution towards the SDGs. 

The research team observed an openness on the side of DGD to enter into a dialogue around such 

recommendations and consider them during the development of guidelines for the new NGA 

programmes (2022-2026). A wait and see attitude at the side of the NGAs risks missing an 

opportunity to contribute to the shaping of the directives on SDG integration that DGD may 

impose in a way that they are aligned with the NGA’s specificity and context. 

- NGA federations may be well placed to initiate SDG capacity development trajectories on how to 

use the SDG principles (interlinkages, LNOB, multi-stakeholdership) during the development of 

the Joint strategic frameworks and within programme design. Such trajectories could be set up with 

financial support from DGD and technical support from the PSR-SDG research team. They can 

also provide the necessary learning space for drawing upon existing expertise and experience among 

the NGAs to develop and adapt practical guidelines and tools for operationalizing the SDG prin-

ciples.  

- A more systematic integration of the SDG principles can also feed the ongoing critical reflections 

about the future roles of Northern NGAs versus their Southern counterparts. For example, if the 

NGA sector adopts an advanced localization approach, what does this imply for the future role of 

NGAs? Similarly, if increasingly NGAs want to move towards integrated approaches that cross 

geographic boundaries and sectors, what kind of programmes and partnerships does this require?  

- Already in 2018, the NGA federations together with their members initiated a learning trajectory 

around the operationalization of theories of change within the NGA programmes. Given that 

theories of change provide a key entry point for the SDGs, it would be advisable to explore how 

the SDGs (principles, goals and/or targets) can be brought into the ongoing TOC learning trajec-

tory. This could for example involve the organization of an additional TOC training workshop for 

NGAs specifically focusing on how to integrate the SDG principles in the TOC process.  

- Furthermore, linking the SDGs with the ongoing TOC learning trajectory would allow the NGAs 

to explore how SDG target indicators could be integrated in their programme results frameworks 

 

38  Without being exhaustive, examples of complexity-oriented monitoring and evaluation methods could include outcome mapping, 

outcome harvesting, sense maker, most significant change in combination with contribution analysis, narrative analysis, actor focused 

theories of change, action research, … 
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in a way that it helps them to learn about their contribution towards specific SDGs and can facilitate 

the operationalization of the SDG principles39. Learning about such contribution will need to 

happen at a level that is relevant for their programmes (e.g. within the programme’s sphere of 

influence). The SDG target indicators will also need to be used in a flexible way which means that 

they may have to be adjusted or modified and combined with other qualitative and quantitative 

indicators.  

6.2.4 BIO 

The research observed the following opportunities for BIO to further its ambition to consider the 

three dimensions of sustainable development (economic, social and environmental): 

 

- There is room for BIO to move towards a stronger involvement in multi-stakeholdership initiatives 

that can promote better alignment of BIO’s investment projects with the initiatives of other devel-

opment actors including Enabel and NGAs. This would involve for example a stronger involve-

ment of BIO in the consultations that precede the development of the instruction letter for the 

bilateral programmes. Where feasible, BIO could also participate more strongly in consultation and 

coordination initiatives within the partner countries and which involve different stakeholders such 

as the Belgian embassy, Enabel, NGAs as well as local stakeholders.  
 

- The stronger involvement of BIO in various multi-stakeholdership initiatives could go hand in 

hand with a stronger analysis of potential negative trade-offs that a particular investment project 

may have and how these can be addressed or avoided. In practice, avoiding and addressing such 

trade-offs will require a concerted effort of different societal stakeholders including civil society 

actors who can take up different roles in relation to an investments cycle, for example as a watch-

dog, as an advocate, as a promotor of social dialogue, a facilitator or as an information provider or 

communicator who can bring to light human rights violations or environmental issues linked to 

companies who (potentially might) receive investments.  
 

- Taking a more holistic approach that goes beyond looking at the economic results, but also focusing 

on how specific investment projects contribute towards specific changes affecting the functioning 

of a sector or subsector could help BIO to refine its theories of change. It could also provide 

guidance for refining its indicators (e.g. allowing for more disaggregated data with regards to 

LNOB). It could also be helpful for aligning investment projects with the interventions of other 

actors in order to test specific assumptions within its theory of change. This will be important since 

BIO may not have the capacity to collect the necessary information but will have to rely on other 

development actors or local stakeholders. 

 

 

 

39  For example, integrating specific SDG target indicators related to decent work or sustainable agricultural production may enhance 

a programme’s consideration and analysis of potential negative trade-offs that result from initiatives promoting job creation or 

enhancing agricultural production.  
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appendix 1 Tools for operationalising LNOB 

 

Name document Donor Link 

Other bilateral donors 

SDC webpage on LNOB, including “SDC 
Guidance to Leave No One Behind” 

Swiss 
Agency for 
Develop-
ment and 
Cooperation 

https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Poverty-Wellbeing/leave-no-
one-behind/Pages/LNOB.aspx  

“Implementing the commitment to leaving 
no one behind in cities” 

GIZ, ODI https://www.citiesalliance.org/sites/default/files/leave-
noone-behind-final_0.pdf 

“The 2030 Agenda: how it is being 
implemented at GIZ”  

GIZ https://reporting.giz.de/2017/our-strategic-
direction/strategy-and-outlook/the-2030-agenda-how-it-is-
being-implemented-at-giz/ 

UN and OECD frameworks tools and guidelines 

“What does it mean to leave no one 
behind? A UNDP discussion paper and 
framework for implementation” 

UNDP  https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Sustaina
ble%20Development/2030%20Agenda/Discussion_Paper_L
NOB_EN_lres.pdf 

“LNOB: A UNSDG Operational Guide 
for UN Country Teams” (Interim draft) 

UNSDG  https://unsdg.un.org/resources/leaving-no-one-behind-
unsdg-operational-guide-un-country-teams-interim-draft 

“A Human rights-based approach to data. 
Leaving no one behind in the 2030 agenda 
for sustainable development” 

UNHR https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/HRIndicators/
GuidanceNoteonApproachtoData.pdf 

“Case Studies on Leaving No One Behind” OECD https://www.oecd.org/dac/development-co-operation-
report-20747721.htm 

“Development Co-operation Report 2018. 
Joining Forces to Leave No One Behind”  

OECD  https://www.oecd.org/dac/development-co-operation-
report-20747721.htm 

Other tools and frameworks 

“Leave No One Behind Toolkit” CIVICUS, 
Develop-
ment 
Initiatives, 
and Project 
Everyone 

https://action4sd.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/10/LNBToolkitFinal.pdf 

“Leave no one behind: how the 
development community is reaslising the 
pledge” 

Bond https://www.bond.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource-
documents/leave_no_one_behind_how_the_development_c
ommunity_is_realising_the_pledge.pdf 

“P20 Initiative” ODI https://devinit.org/what-we-do/what-we-are-working-
on/tracking-progress-poorest-people/ 
 
http://devinit.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/P20-
Initiative-graphic-summary.pdf 

“Who is being left behind in sub-Saharan 
Africa, Asia and Latin America?” 

ODI https://www.odi.org/publications/10288-who-being-left-
behind-sub-saharan-africa-asia-and-latin-america 

“Leave no one behind index 2019 ODI  https://www.odi.org/publications/11441-leave-no-one-
behind-index-2019 

Poverty and Social Impact Analysis (PSIA) World Bank https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/brief/povert
y-and-social-impact-analysis-psia 

Political Economy Analysis toolkit Wateraid 

 

https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Poverty-Wellbeing/leave-no-one-behind/Pages/LNOB.aspx
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Poverty-Wellbeing/leave-no-one-behind/Pages/LNOB.aspx
https://www.citiesalliance.org/sites/default/files/leave-noone-behind-final_0.pdf
https://www.citiesalliance.org/sites/default/files/leave-noone-behind-final_0.pdf
https://reporting.giz.de/2017/our-strategic-direction/strategy-and-outlook/the-2030-agenda-how-it-is-being-implemented-at-giz/
https://reporting.giz.de/2017/our-strategic-direction/strategy-and-outlook/the-2030-agenda-how-it-is-being-implemented-at-giz/
https://reporting.giz.de/2017/our-strategic-direction/strategy-and-outlook/the-2030-agenda-how-it-is-being-implemented-at-giz/
https://action4sd.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/LNBToolkitFinal.pdf
https://action4sd.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/LNBToolkitFinal.pdf
https://www.bond.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource-documents/leave_no_one_behind_how_the_development_community_is_realising_the_pledge.pdf
https://www.bond.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource-documents/leave_no_one_behind_how_the_development_community_is_realising_the_pledge.pdf
https://www.bond.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource-documents/leave_no_one_behind_how_the_development_community_is_realising_the_pledge.pdf
https://devinit.org/what-we-do/what-we-are-working-on/tracking-progress-poorest-people/
https://devinit.org/what-we-do/what-we-are-working-on/tracking-progress-poorest-people/
https://devinit.org/what-we-do/what-we-are-working-on/tracking-progress-poorest-people/
https://devinit.org/what-we-do/what-we-are-working-on/tracking-progress-poorest-people/
https://devinit.org/what-we-do/what-we-are-working-on/tracking-progress-poorest-people/
https://www.odi.org/publications/10288-who-being-left-behind-sub-saharan-africa-asia-and-latin-america
https://www.odi.org/publications/10288-who-being-left-behind-sub-saharan-africa-asia-and-latin-america
https://www.odi.org/publications/11441-leave-no-one-behind-index-2019
https://www.odi.org/publications/11441-leave-no-one-behind-index-2019
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/brief/poverty-and-social-impact-analysis-psia
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/poverty/brief/poverty-and-social-impact-analysis-psia
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APPENDIX 1 TOOLS FOR OPERATIONALISING LNOB 

Name document Donor Link 

“Group Based Inequality Database” 
(GRID) 

Save the 
Children 

https://campaigns.savethechildren.net/grid 

“Realising the pledge to leave no one 
behind” 

Save the 
children  

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/realising-
pledge-leave-no-one-behind 

“Still left behind? Tracking progress against 
the pledge to leave no one behind” 

Save the 
children 

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Still
%20Left%20Behind%20low%20res.pdf 

“Health Equity Assessment Toolkit” WHO https://www.who.int/gho/health_equity/assessment_toolkit
/en/ 

“Innov8: the Innov8 approach for 
reviewing national health programmes to 
leave no one behind” 

WHO  file:///C:/Users/u0062236/Desktop/GLB_27707glb-
156innov8-handbook.pdf 

 

Software and data to empower 
communities and address challenging social 
problems 

Benetech https://benetech.org/our-work/ 

 

“Vulnerability assessment Methodologies: 
A review of literature” 

W. Moret 
(2014) 
(Apsires, 
USAID, 
Pepfar, 
FHI360) 

https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/document
s/Vulnerability%20Assessment%20Literature%20Review.pdf 

 

 

 

 

https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/realising-pledge-leave-no-one-behind
https://resourcecentre.savethechildren.net/library/realising-pledge-leave-no-one-behind
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Still%20Left%20Behind%20low%20res.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/Still%20Left%20Behind%20low%20res.pdf
https://www.who.int/gho/health_equity/assessment_toolkit/en/
https://www.who.int/gho/health_equity/assessment_toolkit/en/
file:///C:/Users/u0064597/Dropbox/Desktop/GLB_27707glb-156innov8-handbook.pdf
file:///C:/Users/u0064597/Dropbox/Desktop/GLB_27707glb-156innov8-handbook.pdf
https://benetech.org/our-work/
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/Vulnerability%20Assessment%20Literature%20Review.pdf
https://www.fhi360.org/sites/default/files/media/documents/Vulnerability%20Assessment%20Literature%20Review.pdf
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