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INCLUSIVE INSTITUTIONS 

FOR SUSTAINABLE

DEVELOPMENT

4
CHAPTER

The new Agenda recognizes the need to build peaceful, just and inclusive 
societies that provide equal access to justice and that are based on respect for 
human rights (including the right to development), on effective rule of law and 
good governance at all levels and on transparent, effective and accountable 
institutions.

A/RES/70/1. Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Resolution adopted by the General Assembly on 25 September 2015.

4.1 Introduction

The 2030 Agenda calls for transparent, effective, inclusive and accountable institutions to advance 
poverty eradication and sustainable development. It aims to ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory 
and representative decision-making at all levels, emphasizing the importance of public access to 
information, protection of fundamental freedoms and the promotion of non-discriminatory laws and 
policies for sustainable development.1

“Institution” is a broad and multi-faceted term, which encompasses a range of structures, entities, 
frameworks and norms that organize human life and society. While institutions are certainly not the 
only means to reduce inequalities, inclusive institutions are critical enablers of equity and are central 
to achieving the objective of leaving no one behind. The 2030 Agenda does not prescribe institutional 
models for the national level, but outlines principles that institutions should strive to achieve, such as 
“effectiveness, inclusiveness, and accountability“ (SDG 16), “responsive, inclusive, participatory and 
representative decision-making at all levels” (target 16.7) and “policy coherence” (target 17.14). 
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Different scientific disciplines view institutions through 
various perspectives. From outcomes of cognitive processes 
in the form of mental representations that are context-
dependent (time and space) and domain-specific,2 to sets of 
rules and norms.3 Institutions are supported by beliefs that 
facilitate their dissemination and their rules are inserted 
in hierarchical, power relationships between individuals.4 

Formal institutions include written constitutions, laws, 
policies, rights and regulations enforced by official 
authorities. 

Achieving any particular target under the SDGs will require 
a combination of factors, including: legal, regulatory 
components; multiple institutions intervening at various 
levels; and potentially broader societal changes, e.g. in 
social norms, which themselves can be spurred by changes 
in institutions. For example, the advancement of gender 
equality requires a range of actions at all these levels, and 
the intervention of a range of institutions with different 
mandates and purposes. In other words, no target related 
to inclusiveness can generally be achieved through a single 
institution. Conversely, individual institutions, especially 
those with broad mandates, can contribute to inclusiveness 
in many different areas as well as society-wide. For such 
institutions, it is important to assess both how inclusive 
they are, and how they foster inclusiveness through their 
actions. 

Among the many types of institutions that should be 
examined due to their importance in fostering inclusiveness, 
this chapter examines how two specific types of institutions, 
national councils for sustainable development (NCSDs) and 
national parliaments, have helped promote inclusiveness in 
relation to the achievement of sustainable development. 
While the choice of these two types of institutions, among 
many others, is illustrative, both NCSDs and parliaments are 
important institutions for sustainable development. Efforts 
to promote sustainable development at the national level 
have attempted to address challenges related to integrated 
decision-making by encouraging the establishment of multi-
stakeholder and cross-sectoral national mechanisms.5  
These mechanisms are broadly referred to as National 
Councils for Sustainable Development (NCSDs). In turn, 
parliaments have played an important role and will be 
crucial for the 2030 Agenda implementation. The 2030 
Agenda acknowledges “the essential role of national 
parliaments through their enactment of legislation and 
adoption of budgets and their role in ensuring accountability 
for the effective implementation of our commitments”, 
but also in inclusiveness in drawing “on contributions 
from indigenous peoples, civil society, the private sector 
and other stakeholders”.6 Through law-making and 
budgets, parliaments can ensure inclusiveness and hold 
governments accountable for their policies on ensuring to 
leave no one behind.

The chapter draws on existing studies and reviews across 
countries and regions, synthesizing lessons that could guide 
countries’ efforts to adapt their institutional frameworks as 
they embark on the journey to implement the new Agenda.

4.2 Inclusive Institutions for Sustainable 
Development

Useful lessons for strengthening institutions to advance 
sustainable development can be learned from the efforts 
made to implement the outcomes of the first Conference 
of Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
in 1992, the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Johannesburg, South Africa, in 2002 and the Conference on 
Sustainable Development (Rio+20) in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 
in 2012. 

For example, by definition, sustainable development requires 
an integrated approach to decision-making, incorporating 
social, environmental and economic dimensions. Since 
1992, the integrated nature of sustainable development 
has posed challenges to institutions that were often not 
designed to work across boundaries. Scholars have tried 
to address these challenges with various concepts, such 
as horizontal integration,7,8 boundary-spanning,9 strategic 
public management,10 and meta-governance.11

Examples of informal institutions are (the usually 
unwritten) social norms, customs or traditions that shape 
thought, attitudes and behaviour.12,13 Formal and informal 
institutions structure the distribution of opportunities, 
assets and resources in society. For example, political 
settlements establish the formal rules for managing 
political and economic relations (such as electoral 
processes, constitutions, and market regulations), as well 
as the informal division of power and resources.14

There are different types of institutions, depending on the 
domains they organise: those governing the reproduction of 
society – notably individuals’ life-cycle, memberships and 
statuses15 and those regulating interactions, exchanges 
(e.g., codes of conduct), in various domains (e.g., political, 
economic, social). Economic relations, political governance 
and social norms within families and communities are key 
institutional domains influencing development outcomes. 
Together, these institutions determine the degree to which 
social relations are inclusive.

Each country has a different “starting point” and 
preference for governance styles, due to constitutional 
settings, traditions, culture, political practice, geography 
and resulting environmental, social and economic 
circumstances.16 However, the demands of participation 
in various international regimes makes policy coordination 
across government a key factor in determining effective 
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and inclusive governance at the national level.17

With such sweeping scope and reach, institutions 
are fundamental to determining whether a person or 
community is excluded or included from development and 
progress. Institutions can trigger behaviors and trends that 
can have positive or negative impacts for developmental 
outcomes, and in particular for inclusiveness. On the other 
hand, power holders can shape institutions for the benefit 
of some rather than all groups of society. Institutions 
that are not inclusive potentially infringe upon rights and 
entitlements, can undermine equal opportunities, voice and 
access to resources and services and perpetuate economic 
disadvantage. They can also have a negative impact on non-
economic dimensions of poverty, including lack of access to 
services, lack of voice in decision-making, and vulnerability 
to violence and corruption. Moreover, institutions that are 
not inclusive in one sphere can multiply disadvantage in 
others.18

Inclusive institutions give equal rights and entitlements, 
and enable equal opportunities, voice and access to all 
resources and services. They are typically based on 
principles of universality (e.g. universal access to justice 
or services; universal age-related state pension), non-
discrimination (e.g. meritocratic recruitment in the civil 
service; inheritance laws that protect widows’ land rights), 
or targeted action, which is needed where some people and 
groups are particularly disadvantaged, and therefore require 
differential treatment to achieve the equivalent outcomes 
(e.g. quotas to increase the proportion of women political 
representatives; budget rules that prioritise investment in 
disadvantaged areas).

Economic institutions shape the rights,19 regulatory 
framework,20 and degree of rent-seeking and corruption, 
in land, housing, labour and credit markets.21 Examples 
of formal economic institutions include property rights 
and labour laws. Many cross-country statistical studies 
find that more inclusive economic institutions improve 
economic outcomes.22 The quality of institutions – such as 
security of property rights and strength of the rule of law 
– is a strong determinant of income levels.23 Some cross-
country studies suggest the reverse order of causality;24 
specifically, that income levels, educational attainment and 
economic growth all lead to stronger institutions, not the 
other way around.25

Regarding political institutions, their quality, gender 
balance and their level of genuine inclusiveness seem to be 
important determining factors for sustainable development. 
Some cross-country econometric studies find that better – 
more inclusive – governance reduces poverty and improves 
human development outcomes relating to, for example, 
infant mortality,26 literacy,27 and health.28 While evidence 
has shown that holding elections alone has no significant 

impact on development, deeper measures of political 
inclusion – including political competition, issues-based 
political parties, and competitive recruitment to these 
parties – have significant effects.29

There is less research on the impact of inclusive social 
norms. One study suggests social trust has a strong 
positive effect on economic growth.30 Norms of non-
discrimination against women, ethnic, religious and 
caste minorities may be particularly important in this 
regard.31 Discriminatory social norms can trap people 
in exploitative relationships and push them into chronic 
poverty. For example, the Chronic Poverty Research 
Centre, based on longitudinal panel data from multiple 
countries, identifies five chronic poverty traps: insecurity- 
reduced capacity of poor households to cope with conflict, 
shocks and natural hazards; limited citizenship - lack of 
a meaningful political voice and effective and legitimate 
political representation and power; spatial disadvantage - 
remoteness, political disadvantage and weak integration; 
social discrimination and social relationships – of power, 
patronage, empowerment, competition, collaboration, 
support; and poor work opportunities - work opportunities 
can be limited, inaccessible, or exploitative for poor people, 
in particular women and girls.32 Given the linkages between 
poverty, social discrimination, development and human 
rights, national human rights institutions can play a role 
in advising State institutions and monitoring progress in 
the implementation of the Agenda at the local, national, 
regional and international levels. They can help ensure 
accountability to the people by disclosing inequality and 
discrimination, including through innovative and inclusive 
approaches to data-collection and partnerships with rights-
holders, vulnerable and marginalised groups. 

Strengthening inclusive institutions involves transforming 
power relations and incentives,33 incorporating marginalized 
people and groups,34 addressing social, political and 
economic drivers of exclusive institutions,35 decreasing 
tension between new and existing institutions,36 targeting 
and unifying intervention and integrationist policies,37  

addressing gender inequality, understanding social norms 
and behavioural changes; and promoting coherence 
between support to institutions operating in different 
spheres (economic, political and social).38

Institutions are constituted and perpetuated by people, and 
changing them is always a complex process. Reforming 
institutions is not just about passing new regulations or 
establishing new bodies. The design and implementation 
of institutions needs to take into account the capacities of 
people and organisations. Consequently, overly ambitious 
and technocratic institutional reforms have often resulted 
in little improvement being made in function, in spite of 
changes in appearances and structures.39
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Institutions mirror the culture and history of the national 
contexts from which they emerge and in which they are 
meant to work. This cultural dimension of institutions 
means that “best practices” are elusive and at best relative. 
The cultural dimension of institution-building and their 
underlying values have to be taken into account (e.g. by 
striving for at least a minimum of cultural compatibility 
during transformations to new and more inclusive 
institutions), as they can be very resistant to change and 
not accounting for them can lead to failure in changing 
institutions.40

It is, therefore, important to support drivers of institutional 
change. Examples used over the world have included 
facilitation and strengthening of stakeholder feedback 
mechanisms, review mechanisms, and support to design 
and implementation of client voice mechanisms (e.g. citizen 
report cards), as well as promotion of public information 
disclosure at national and local levels. Large numbers 
of better educated, and politically and economically 
aspirational young men and women, effective organisations 
to represent them, and the middle classes that support 
more inclusive institutions are all vital. Growing migration 
and urbanisation offer possibilities for social mobility and 
stronger voices for inclusive institutional change, but can 
also increase marginalisation within cities.41

It is in this context that the chapter looks at two particular 
types of institutions, NCSDs and parliaments. Even though 
they are of different nature and serve different functions, 
they both strive for representation and inclusion and can be 
important mechanisms to ensure that no one is left behind 
in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.

4.3 National Councils for Sustainable 
Development 

National Councils for Sustainable Development (NCSDs) 
were once considered critical to achieving integration 
in decision-making and participation, two dimensions 
that were at the heart of the concept of sustainable 
development. NSDCs witnessed rapid development in 
the first five years after the Earth Summit.42 Today, the 
number of NCSDs and similar bodies has reached over 
100 globally, with a wide variety of forms and functions.43 
However, they have had mixed levels of success over the 
past two decades years, with some fading from the policy 
landscape.44 Yet, the challenges that were the rationale for 
their creation have not disappeared. In particular, NSDCs 
typically answer the request for “responsive, inclusive, 
participatory and representative decision-making at all 
levels” (target 16.7) and “policy coherence” (target 17.14) 
articulated in the 2030 Agenda. Hence, NCSDs, whether 
newly created or revived, may have the potential to play an 
effective role in implementing the 2030 Agenda, helping 

countries to “develop ambitious national responses”, 
building on “existing planning instruments, such as national 
development and sustainable development strategies, as 
appropriate”.45

This chapter, in line with the theme of this Report, mainly 
approaches NCSDs from the angle of inclusiveness rather 
than covering the whole spectrum of NCSDs’ functions.46 
The review is limited by the limited attention given to NCSDs 
by academia. But despite the absence of an up-to-date 
stock-taking of NCSDs on the global scale,47 the challenges 
they face are relevant for all countries today. The Annex to 
this chapter provides an overview of selected studies that 
have examined NSDCs since the Earth Summit in 1992.

The composition of NCSDs usually reflects the 
characteristics of the political system and/or culture 
in which they exist.48 In general, the more the NCSD is 
dominated by the government, the more it turns out to 
be a “communication platform”, used to communicate 
government policy to a range of stakeholders. Conversely, 
more independent NCSDs often tend to play a more advisory 
role in the decision-making process.

The extent of stakeholder engagement can vary from: (1) 
communication and awareness raising; to (2) consultation; 
to (3) involvement in decision-making; to (4) involvement in 
various parts of implementation and progress reviews.49  
The level of stakeholder engagement—and a government’s 
attitude toward such engagement—has a significant impact 
on the effectiveness of NCSDs and is often reflected in the 
resources that are provided to NCSDs.50 Table 1 provides a 
summary overview of potential advantages and drawbacks 
of specific types of NSDCs, as well as lessons learned to 
make them more effective. 

NCSDs can serve as platforms for dialogue between 
governments and all relevant stakeholders, in a form that 
usually encourages open and respectful debate.51 At the 
same time, NCSDs and other multi-stakeholder processes 
can also be dominated by specific interest groups, resulting 
in lack of accountability and lack of ownership. Potential 
solutions can include: transparency about roles, rights 
and responsibilities of participants and managing of 
expectations of what participation entails (e.g. information, 
collaboration or co-decision); having procedures in place to 
balance vocal minorities and silent majorities; setting rules 
for inclusion and exclusion of actors; as well as organizing 
how to codify agreement.52 

The mix of experts represented in NCSDs is variable. 
Participation of senior business leaders with sustainability 
interests and concerns is found to have worked well in a 
number of cases. Senior scientists, economists or other 
intellectuals with good practical experience and networks 
have provided added value in many cases53. Adding an 
expert-type scientific body can potentially provide a more 
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deliberative setting, rather than the negotiation-style 
often seen in representative bodies.54 For example, the 
Finnish National Commission for Sustainable Development 
(FNCSD), the longest-standing sustainable development 
council of the representative style, has added an 
independent panel of scientific experts in the early 2014. 
The expert panel scans the main obstacles and research 
concerning sustainable development, raises questions that 
should be taken into discussion and gives input to the work 
of the FNCSD. It also evaluates the implementation process 
of society’s commitment to sustainable development and 
gives advice for its development.

Regarding oversight of Councils, some researchers 
see having leadership for sustainable development at 
the highest level (e.g. reporting directly to the Head of 
Government) as the most desirable arrangement,55 as 
high-level leadership can foster horizontal coordination 
within the government, including for budgetary processes. 
High level representation can help integrate goals and 
objectives throughout the policy management cycle and 
among different sectors, as ministries tend to comply with 
executive orders from the highest national offices.56 In 
addition, direct linkages between NCSDs and key decision 
makers increase the effectiveness of NCSDs.

Table 4-1: Overview of strengths and challenges of NCSDs

Composition Strengths Challenges Lessons learned

Government 
representatives potentially having legislative powers

strategies 

objective

political interests

term thinking 

ambition

It is important for such ministerial 
NCSDs to ensure that they have 
access to objective, evidence-based 
information and analysis about 
current sustainable development 
issues and trends, along with the 
impacts of continuing or altering 
current policies

Mixed 
membership

range of opinions and expertise

recommendations

over those of stakeholders

producing coherent messages in a 
timely manner

keeping track of the broader picture

It is important to ensure: 
1) adequate representation of key 
sectors; good representatives of 
business interests on NCSDs appear 
to be particularly important 
2) that non-governmental 
representatives do not feel inhibited 
by the diversity and are able to 
speak up and participate freely 
an independent chairman or co-
chairman from outside of government 
often seems to deliver the best result
3) all need to be given access 
to information in order to make 
informed and significant contribution

Non-
governmental 
and 
stakeholder 
representative 
memberships

scrutiny of government policy 
and speaking out about perceived 
unsustainable policies and practices

and have strong connections 
to stakeholder networks at the 
subnational level

public support base to provide 
legitimacy and help advocate for 
recommendations

policy

enough status and standing 

that go beyond environmental 
issues

It is important to ensure that 
1) members’ interests, experience 
and expertise cut across all 
dimensions of sustainable 
development; strong capabilities in 
the fields of science, environment and 
economic would help 
2) they have a status and standing 
to be able to engage effectively 
with ministers and senior officials 
in a range of departments, such as 
economic, finance, industry, social 
affairs, planning, environment

Source: Authors’ elaboration, based on Osborn et. al., 2014.
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4.4 Parliaments

As legislatives bodies, parliaments are very important 
for the implementation of the 2030 Agenda and SDGs. 
Whichever form they take, parliaments execute three 
basic functions: representation, legislation, and oversight. 
Parliaments represent their respective constituencies; as 
part of their legislative duties they debate and approve 
legislation and in their oversight capacity they oversee the 
execution of these laws, national policies, and strategic 
plans. In turn, governments are expected to report back to 
parliaments, which have at their disposal evaluations and 
assessments from bodies such as audit institutions. While 
countries differ in their parliamentary systems,57 all of them 
require parliamentary approval for legislation pertaining to 
the SDGs. 

In looking at the contribution of institutions in leaving no 
one behind, it is relevant to make the distinction between 
inclusiveness of institutions, and inclusiveness through 
institutions. The former refers to whether institutions 
themselves are designed in a way that is conducive 
to inclusive representation and voice of all sections of 
society (or all countries). Representation is most inclusive 
when it encourages marginalized groups to express 
their perspectives.58 Parliaments constitute an arena in 
which people’s representatives can use language both to 
comment on the nation and try to shape it. When attempting 
to address a social inequity, for instance, a parliament 
can enlist culture, race, ethnicity, and similar identity 
categories.59 Insofar as any group’s distinctive concerns 
are not included, the parliamentary process itself may fail 
in its representative function.60 Parliaments, as the most 
representative decision-making bodies, should normally aim 
to mirror the diversity of the society outside. This involves 
trying to ensure that all groups are represented, and that 
each group is represented more or less proportionally to its 
share of the general population. 

In turn, inclusiveness through institutions refers to whether 
institutions through their actions directly support or enable 
inclusive outcomes that advance the common good as 
opposed to particular interests. In the case of parliaments, 
this means examining both how parliaments themselves are 
inclusive in their representation of all segments of society, 
including of marginalized groups, and how, when adopting 
legislation, they take into account the views, interests and 
needs of these groups. For example, parliaments are in a 
unique position to enact legislation to ensure that gender-
based discriminatory norms and practices are eliminated, 
foster women participation in decision-making processes 
at all levels, and ensure equal access to resources 
such as health,61 education,62 economic resources,63 
private property,64 and new technology,65 all of which are 
specifically highlighted in the targets of the SDGs.66

In order to illustrate how parliaments can foster these two 
dimensions of inclusiveness, this chapter looks specifically 
at four categories of persons in vulnerable or marginalized 
situations: women, indigenous peoples, persons with 
disabilities, and children and youth. These four groups are 
chosen as examples because they have received consistent 
attention from the institutional literature. 

4.4.1 Women and girls

Promoting gender equality has been recognized as a priority 
for development for a long time,67 and it is a key prerequisite 
for the success of the 2030 Agenda.68 Parliaments are in 
the unique position to enact binding legislation within their 
sovereign limits to ensure that gender-based discriminatory 
norms and practices are eliminated. When women are 
denied participation in decision-making processes, it has 
been observed that they also have reduced equal access 
to resources such as health,69 education,70 economic 
resources,71 land,72 and new technology,73 among others. 
Women and girls constitute approximately half of a 
country’s population and their participation in parliaments 
is critical. Legislatures with more female parliamentarians 
are more likely to have an impact by adopting policies 
benefiting women and promoting gender equality.74 

A way to achieve higher women’s participation is through 
gender based quotas in Parliaments, which have gained 
significant prominence since the adoption of The Beijing 
Declaration and Platform for Action at the United Nations 
Fourth World Conference in Beijing in 199575, 76 as well as 
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women’s general recommendation No. 25 (2004) on special 
temporary measures, including quotas. Since the Beijing 
World Conference, States have increasingly adopted quotas 
to boost women’s participation, counter discrimination and 
accelerate the slow pace at which the number of women 
in politics is rising. These measures are meant to correct 
some of the obstacles, especially institutional and systemic 
barriers that still prevent women’s equal access to politics.77

To varying degrees and subject to differing national 
situations, gender quotas in Parliaments have specified the 
rules78 and procedures for selecting women candidates,79 
promoted higher similarity and a better sense of connection 
between voters and their legislators80 (age, gender, ethnicity 
etc.), who act on behalf of women and their concerns.81, 82

In the 1960s, less than 0.6% of legislators globally were 
women,83 whereas as of 2015 that percentage has risen to 
22.1%.84 This increase is particularly prevalent throughout 
the Africa region, where over 25 percent of parliamentarians 
are women in 17 countries. It is important to note that 
these gains have generally been more rapid in developing 
countries than in developed countries.85, 86, 87 Recent gains 
are largely attributed to opportunities created during 
political transitions, pressures from women’s movements 
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and civil society, and the evolving norms regarding the 
incorporation of women into politics.88, 89 Also critical 
is the support of governing parties in enacting gender-
related legislation and quotas.90 Despite progress made, 
if adopted in isolation, quotas are usually not enough to 
ensure equality. Moreover, they require adaptation to the 
local context.91 Quotas for women need to be coupled with 
other measures to create an enabling environment for 
women to participate. Particularly, the positive impact of 
increasing women’s representation in public and political 
life will not be felt if the women who gain access are not 
also empowered to actively participate in the discussions 
and exercise influence in decision-making.92, 93

4.4.2 Indigenous Peoples

Indigenous peoples are characterized by their specific 
relationship to the land or territory they inhabit, and their 
distinct culture often inclusive of language, practices, 
and art.94 There are more than 370 million self-identified 
indigenous people in some 70 countries around the world. 
In Latin America alone there are more than 400 groups, and 
an estimated 705 groups in Asia and the Pacific. Worldwide, 
they account for 5% of the population, but represent 15% of 
those living in poverty.95

Since the mid-20th century, indigenous peoples have 
struggled to obtain recognition of their socio-cultural 
specificities  and consequent rights before States.96 As such, 
the issue of self-determination has been at the forefront of 
the relationship between the state and their indigenous 
communities.97, 98 Indigenous self-determination mainly 
refers to political participation and is explicitly limited by 
the states’ right to territorial integrity,99 although some 
external aspects of self-determination can still be in place, 
such as international representation and cross-border 
cooperation.100 The connection between the right of self-

Box 4-1: The Rwandan Parliament

Rwanda has the highest representation of women in parliament of any country in the world, at 63.8%. In 2003 Rwanda constitutionally 

mandated government-wide gender quotas reaching all branches of government as well as all levels of government administration. The 

constitution states that a minimum 30% of women are required “in all decision making bodies” in the government.

Rwanda was one of the first countries in the world to craft and pass anti-Gender Based Violence legislation. The GBV bill eventually 

became law in 2008 and added important protections to women’s, as well as children’s, rights and made domestic violence, including 

marital rape, illegal under Rwandan law.

This achievement was achieved through constitutional gender quotas, transitional governments and strong institutional support from 

women’s civil society, which had become reliable pillars of the community in post-genocide Rwanda.

Source: Gretchen Bauer, Jennie E. Burnet 2013.

determination and the right of political participation is 
indivisible, and has been recorded by the UN Human Rights 
Committee.101

As such, representation in parliament is a powerful 
symbol of indigenous self-determination and inclusion.102, 
103 The first step is to officially recognize the community 
as indigenous. Affirmative action in terms of preferential 
policies is a strategy that is commonly used to tackle the 
structures of inequality.104 Measures to improve indigenous 
participation include periodic reviews of the electoral system 
and the introduction of quotas, promotion of a more active 
indigenous role in political parties, employment and training 
opportunities for indigenous peoples in political bodies, 
veto powers for indigenous communities, indigenous direct 
input into legislative and policy processes, enhancement 
of indigenous participation in local government and youth 
participation in political processes105 through legislation, 
capacity building activities and education.

In some cases, indigenous populations have established 
their own parliaments or councils, which do not exercise 
political or legislative power, but rather act as a consultative 
body. A prominent example is the case of the Sami people 
residing in Norway, Sweden and Finland. Conversely, New 
Zealand has the longest history – over 140 years - of 
indigenous self-representation in a national legislature 
(Box 4.2).106 Other countries do not recognize the rights of 
indigenous peoples within their borders, and have therefore 
no specific provision for their political representation in 
the national parliament. While countries differ in their 
approaches towards indigenous peoples, it is important for 
the academic community as well as civil society experts 
to continue to assess methods for ensuring long-term 
engagement of the various indigenous populations and their 
meaningful contribution to the 2030 Agenda.
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Box 4-2: The Maori case

The Maori Representation Act of 1867 introduced a dual constituency system in New Zealand, where representatives to the parliament 

are elected from two sets of single member electorates, one for persons of Maori descent and the other for those of European descent 

- nowadays referred to as general electorates. Electoral reform in the 1990s succeeded in furthering Maori representation by allowing 

the number of Maori electorates, which had remained fixed at four, to vary on the basis of enrolment; and by introducing proportional 

representation. Since the party list determines the overall allocation of seats in parliament, parties have an incentive to appeal to Maori 

voters despite the segregation of their constituency votes. Therefore, such a system enables the minority to have a guaranteed level 

of descriptive representation without risking loss of substantive influence. The adoption of a proportional party list electoral system 

together with the dual electorates has succeeded in increasing Maori representation dramatically.

Source: Banducci et al., 2004.

4.4.3 Persons with Disabilities

Over a billion people are estimated to live with some 
form of impairment.107, 108 They remain among the most 
marginalized in most societies due to a lack of disability 
sensitive and responsive policy interventions, barriers like 
stigma and discrimination as well as inaccessible physical 
and virtual environments, such as communication devices 
and transportation methods, and segregated educational 
institutions.109 Accessibility and inclusion are fundamental 
human rights for persons with disabilities, and are critical to 
empowering persons with disabilities to live independently, 
be included in their communities, and to participate in and 
make contributions to society and development on an equal 
basis with others. In essence, the issue of accessibility and 
inclusion is a critical starting point that Parliaments and the 
global community have to take up by in order to incorporate 
persons with disabilities and their needs.

Parliaments have been critical channels for promoting the 
rights for persons with disabilities through implementing 
frameworks such as the Americans with Disabilities Act 
of 1990 in the United States of America and the Disability 
Discrimination Act of 1995 in the United Kingdom. One 
important achievement at the global level was the adoption 
of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities,110 which was ratified by 164 countries 
and one regional group, the European Union, as of June 
2016.111 Persons with disabilities have also benefited from 
the changing policy trend towards the removal of legal, 
institutional and physical environment barriers, expansion 
of access to opportunities for participation, including 
in public services, increased social protections, and 
improved recognition of people with disabilities in social 
programmes.112 For example, 155 countries mandate cash 
benefits to persons with disabilities that serve as income 
replacement or supplement.113 However, narrowly focusing 
on the ‘letter of the law’ may create a basic level of rights; 
but more must be done to instil a culture of fair and equitable 
treatment of persons with disabilities and facilitate full and 

active participation by persons with disabilities in society in 
a meaningful manner.114, 115, 116, 117

4.4.4 Children and Youth

The term “youth” usually refers to people from 15 to 24 years 
of age. Children (defined as all under the age of 18)118 have 
the right to express their views freely on matters affecting 
them.119, 120 However, voting, which is often the main venue 
to exert influence on a political process, is not an option 
normally open to children121 given that the vast majority of 
countries have legislation in place setting the age of 18 as 
threshold for voting.122, 123, 124 Therefore, despite advances in 
their rights to political participation, citizenship, and voice, it 
remains the case that a third of humanity around the world 
who are under 18, exercise relatively little political power, 
whether in electing representatives, influencing laws, or 
shaping policies. In addition, not all young people, even 
though they are old enough to vote, choose to engage with 
formal political processes.125, 126 The general downward 
trend in voter registration among younger age cohorts 
points to the fact that young people are increasingly looking 
to social movements and community organisations as 
platforms for their political interests and action. Whether 
this is a symptom of exclusion, or just a different form of 
participation, is debated.127

In terms of participation in formal political processes, 
young women appear to be even more disadvantaged 
in terms of opportunities to be elected. Some of these 
variations can be explained in relation to electoral 
systems, youth quotas, eligibility ages and levels of 
women’s representation (as a measure of the broader 
inclusiveness of a parliament).128 Alternative measures for 
increasing youth political participation include, for instance, 
participation in government sponsored advisory roles, in 
youth parliaments129 and in roundtable discussions, as 
well as less formal activities such as political fundraising, 
volunteer work, protest movements and youth groups.130  
At least thirty countries have some kind of non-adult 
parliament structure, whether nationally or in cities, 
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Box 4-3: Examples of youth participatory mechanisms

An example of effective children’s parliament is the Bal Sansad Children’s Parliament in Rajasthan, India, which brings together children 

from different villages to discuss and deal with common concerns such as schooling and all aspects of village life.134 Additional examples 

of children being given some form of representative voice in governance include: the 2003 South African “Children in Action” project to 

include children’s participation in parliamentary hearings and public debates; the 2004 appointment of four Children’s Commissioners in 

the UK to safeguard and promote children’s rights in legislation and policy; the Israeli Knesset regular invitation to children to participate 

in its child-related committees; and the Rwandan annual National Summit for Children and Youth around a particular child-related 

theme.135

The Smithston Student Borough Council and Baston Young People’s Town Council in the UK, and the Association Nationale des Conseils 

d’Enfants et des Jeunes found in French towns are also examples of youth participatory mechanisms.136

 “Urban consultations” between urban administrations and children and youth, like the ones undertaken in the cities of Cotacachi, Ecuador, 

Barra Mansa and Icapuí, Brazil, and Ciudad Guyana, Venezuela, have also been successful mainly due to the commitment of the municipal 

authorities to their success and political, economic and social viability.137

villages, or schools. These include India, Sri Lanka, Norway, 
Finland, Germany, Slovenia, Bolivia, Ecuador, Brazil, Nigeria, 
Zimbabwe, Congo, Burkina Faso, Liberia, New Zealand, the 
UK, Scotland, and a Children’s United Parliament of the 
World (See box 4-3 for examples).131 

Municipal plans of action for children, designed to translate 
commitment into specific activities, are often adaptations 
of national plans of action—as in the ones in Honduras 
undertaken by 293 municipalities.132 Children’s participatory 
budget councils, such as the one in Barra Mansa, Brazil, can 
also foster citizenship and be real fora for public participation 
in defining and implementing public policies.133 Youth and 
children development agendas developed by governments, 
such as the ones developed by New Zealand, can also be 
potentially effective tools for promoting youth participation, 
among others, through advocacy, services, and governance. 

4.5 Conclusion – Considerations for Policy 
Makers

Institutions are established by people to guide the pursuit 
of equitable and equal fulfilment of their human rights and 
needs. In turn, institutions shape all human interaction, 
including in the family, community, and political and 
economic spheres, influencing how societies develop. The 
patterns of behaviour generated by institutions can be 
either positive or negative for development outcomes and 
for inclusiveness. The 2030 Agenda and the SDGs call 
for inclusion and participation in the social, political and 
economic spheres of all societal groups. This chapter looked 
at how two types of institutions - NCSDs and Parliaments – 
can be active promoters of inclusion.

Research reviewed for the report suggests that, if 
provided with adequate resources, NCSDs can be effective 
mechanisms for stakeholder participation and engagement 

across the whole policy cycle, to: inform and educate 
the public at large on sustainable development related 
topics; stimulate informed public debates; engage key 
stakeholders in formulating policy recommendations; and 
involve stakeholders in various parts of implementation and 
progress reviews. The review in this chapter is limited to a 
certain extent by the lack of empirical data, even though 
dispersed data do exist and would merit further study. The 
limited attention given to NCSDs by academia is an example 
of an area where research could be encouraged. 

With respect to parliaments, the chapter looked specifically 
at women, indigenous peoples, persons with disabilities, 
and children and youth. Research reviewed for the report 
suggests that progress has been made with respect to the 
representation of these groups in national parliaments. 
However, gaps still exist. Similarly, while progress has 
been made in terms of codifying the rights of marginalized 
groups, there is still a long way to go in this respect, and 
parliaments will have a key role to play in ensuring that 
no one is left behind. Other marginalized and vulnerable 
groups would also deserve attention in the context of a 
more comprehensive review.

In order to improve the science-policy interface on 
institutions for sustainable development, it will be 
important to collect evidence on other types of institutions 
and how they can foster inclusiveness. Examples include 
Local Agendas 21 and other participatory processes at 
the local level; mechanisms for access to information 
and access to justice; norms and standards in various 
areas; and mechanisms to represent future generations 
in policy-making.138 Conversely, it will be important to 
collect evidence on what combination of institutions and 
institutional features are successfully used to address 
specific goals and targets, including those related to 
inclusiveness. This should be a critical component of future 
Global Sustainable Development Reports.
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ANNEX 4
Selected studies analysing NCSDs

Study Main topic covered

The Earth Council (1997), A Vision and Practical Measures for 
National Councils as Effective Mechanisms for Sustainable 
Development, Annex 1.1

The report is the outcome of the National Councils for 
Sustainable Development working group at the Rio+5 meeting 
held in Brazil. It gives recommendations for future strengthening 
of the NCSDs.

UNECLAC (2000), Sustainable Development Latin American and 
Caribbean Perspective.2

The report takes stock of regional experiences in sustainable 
development implementation.

UNECA (2005), National Councils for Sustainable Development  
in Africa: A review of Institutions and their Functioning,  
Addis Ababa3

The report takes stock of established NCSDs in Africa and their 
operations, in the context of the requirement for a balanced 
integration of the economic, social and environmental dimensions 
of sustainable development.

Niestroy, I. (2007): Stimulating informed debate – Sustainable 
Development Councils in EU Member States. A compilation of 
tasks, capacities, and best practice.4

Commissioned by the German Council for Sustainable 
Development (RNE), the paper explores two tasks and functions 
allocated to the sustainable development councils in EU Member 
States by the EU SDS of 2006, namely stimulating informed 
debate on SD and involving civil society.

Berger, G. and Steurer, R. (2009), Horizontal policy integration and 
sustainable development: conceptual remarks and governance 
examples, ESDN quarterly report, June 2009.

The report explores the meaning of horizontal policy integration 
in the context of sustainable development. It highlights how the 
functioning of public administrations may stand in the way of this 
objective, and what governments can do to overcome existing 
barriers.

Busch and Jorgens (2009), Governance by diffusion. International 
environmental policy coordination in the era of globalization, 
Dissertation, FU Berlin, 2009.

The paper explores systematically the aptitude of diffusion as a 
distinct mode of international policy coordination, its functioning 
and its relative importance compared with other, more centralized 
steering mechanisms.

Niestroy, I. (2012), Sustainable Development Councils at 
National and Sub-national Levels Stimulating Informed Debate: 
Stocktaking, Stakeholder Forum Sdg2012.55

The paper aims to provide useful lessons learned on NCSDs. It 
focuses on the purpose, composition and functions of NCSDs, and 
reviews  common trends and best practices.

Cornforth, J., I. Niestroy and D. Osborn (2013): The governance of 
scaling up successful sustainability practices: How can National 
Councils for Sustainable Development organise the wider use of 
national and regional examples?6 

The paper discusses the governance of scaling up, looking at 
different factors which affect the transferability of successful 
practices and explores examples of mechanisms for scaling up 
that could be used by the NCSDs.

Osborn, D., Cornforth, J. and Ullah, F., (2014), National Councils 
for Sustainable Development: Lessons from the past and present, 
Stakeholder Forum.7

The report draws on a survey focusing particularly on countries 
where NCSDs have been seen to function well in order to try to 
identify best practises and success factors.

Olsen, S.H. and Zusman, E. (2014), Governance and National 
Sustainable Development Strategies, Institute for Global 
Environmental Strategies (IGES) Policy Report.8

Lessons learned from five detailed cases from Asia, namely, 
Thailand, Indonesia, Philippines, Republic of Korea, and Bhutan.

De Vries, M. (2015), The Role of National Sustainable 
Development Councils in Europe in Implementing the UN’s 
Sustainable Development Goals: Overview and Conclusion, 
Background Paper commissioned by the German Council for 
Sustainable Development (RNE) and EEAC.9

The report analyses the main challenges tasks, and functioning of 
National Sustainable Development Councils in Europe, and their 
capacity for participating effectively in the SDG implementation.

Niestroy, I. (2015), Governance approaches and tools for SD 
integration: good practice (what has worked where and why) at 
national level, paper for the UNDESA/UNEP Technical Capacity 
Building Workshop Sustainable Development Integration Tools, 
Geneva, 14-15 October 2015

The paper presents key steps to take for translating the SDGs in 
national policies and processes and highlights key governance 
principles and respective integration approaches. 

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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