REALISING THE PLEDGE
TO LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND
A promise to reach every last child
“As we embark on this great collective journey, we pledge that no one will be
left behind. Recognising that the dignity of the human person is fundamental, we
wish to see the Goals and targets met for all nations and peoples and for all segments
of society. And we will endeavour to reach the furthest behind first.”
Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (paragraph 4)

This briefing provides guidance to national governments and the international
community on how they can take immediate action to implement the Pledge to
Leave No One Behind. It sets out the implications of the Pledge for policy and
practice, and outlines concrete steps that must be taken to bring the promise to life.

1 Introduction

The Pledge to Leave No One Behind, enshrined in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, has the potential to spur unprecedented change for the world’s poorest
and most excluded children.
Remarkable progress has been made in recent
decades in reducing absolute poverty, getting more
children into school, and ensuring access to basic
healthcare and other essential services. However,
a focus on national average rates of change has
masked an alarming trend: the large – and often
growing – inequalities between different groups
of children.
Children from poor households, in remote and rural
areas, living with a disability, and from marginalised
and minority groups have been lagging behind more
advantaged children in their progress. This chasm
in progress for different groups of children is all
too often a result of children’s exclusion – a potent
mix of poverty and discrimination, which shuts off
opportunities and compounds disadvantage. Deeply
rooted discriminatory norms often relegate girls,
for example, to the back of the resource queue.
Children affected by conflict and emergencies,
including child refugees, are among the most
disadvantaged in the world. And climate change
is exacerbating children’s exclusion, threatening
to force between 35 and 122 million people into
poverty in the next 13 years.1
Given this context, the Leave No One Behind Pledge
is potentially revolutionary. Crucially, the Pledge
implies that progress towards the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) should be judged
according to how well groups that are furthest
behind are advancing. No longer should issues of
exclusion and discrimination be masked by a focus
on average rates of progress: the spotlight will be
shone intensely on excluded groups. The world has
declared that every last child must be reached.

2

The Leave No One Behind Pledge is therefore
arguably the most important element of the 2030
Agenda – the key to achieving the SDGs. But
incentives for policy-makers to implement the
Pledge are currently weak. Not only is there a
lack of clarity about what the Pledge means in
practice, but tackling exclusion to reach groups
that have been left behind is often politically and
economically challenging. As a result, there’s
a real danger that the Leave No One Behind
Pledge could quickly become an empty promise –
a principle that frequently features in rhetoric,
but that is not translated into meaningful change
for excluded children.
And yet the potential gains of adopting a
leave-no-one-behind approach are huge. Evidence
suggests that inequality hampers poverty reduction
efforts, and undermines strong and sustainable
economic growth. Economic and social exclusion
rob countries of the productivity and innovation
that excluded groups could contribute. For example,
the economic exclusion of people with disabilities
in Bangladesh costs its economy an estimated
$891 million a year.2 Exclusion is also a driver of
instability and conflict.
Accelerating progress for the furthest behind groups
through tackling exclusion is therefore not only
the right thing to do, but the smart thing to do.
Governments across the world should waste no time
in implementing the Leave No One Behind Pledge.

2 Who is being left behind?

In the context of the 2030 Agenda, the children who are furthest behind are those who
currently have the worst outcomes against SDG targets, including economic, health,
education, nutrition, child protection and governance indicators. As the graphs below
illustrate,3 there is a clear link between income inequality and children’s outcomes.
FIGURE 1: A SNAPSHOT OF THE CHILDREN WHO ARE FURTHEST BEHIND
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The poorest children in developing countries are more than
twice as likely to die before the age of five as the richest children.
Sample: 63 countries with data as recent as 2005 making up 67% of the
population of developing countries.

The stunting rate for the poorest children is more than 2.5 times
greater than for the richest children. This inequality is growing.
Sample: 50 countries with data as recent as 2005 making up 56% of the
population of developing countries.
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While inequalities are falling, poor children are still half as likely to
complete secondary education as their better-off peers.
Sample: 82 countries with data as recent as 2005 making up 89% of the
population of developing countries.
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The poorest girls are more than three times more likely to marry
before they are 18 than the richest girls.
Sample: 55 countries with data as recent as 2005 making up 54% of the
population of developing countries.
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The banks of the Yamuna river,
Agra, India, where child workers
come to wash clothes

EXCLUDED CHILDREN
Among these children who are furthest behind,
there is a hugely disproportionate number of
excluded children: children in poverty who are
discriminated against because of who they are
and where they live.
Across the world, a concerted effort needs to be
made to reach the furthest behind children:
• In Peru, children in Huancavelica region are
16 times more likely to be stunted than children
from the region of Tacna.4

• In Nigeria, 40% of the poorest girls are married
by age 15, compared with 3% of the richest girls. 5
• More than 2 million children in Bangladesh
aged 3–10 have different forms of disabilities.
The vast majority do not attend any form
of school.6
• In Vietnam, the child mortality rate for ethnic
minority children is more than four times higher
than for children from the largest ethnic group.7
Some groups of excluded children are making slower
progress than others, or even going in the wrong
direction. The result: increasing inequality over time.

BOX 1: REACHING EVERY LAST CHILD
Through our Every Last Child campaign,8 Save the Children is working
to ensure that, by 2019, 15 million of the world’s most excluded children
have access to life-saving healthcare and good-quality education.
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3 Unpacking the
Leave No One Behind Pledge
The Pledge to Leave No One Behind has two fundamental elements:
• The SDGs and accompanying targets must be met for all nations, peoples and
segments of society.
• Groups of people that are the furthest away from achieving SDG targets
must be prioritised, and their needs met first.
Reducing inequalities between countries will require
all countries to ensure that international policies
and systems contribute to SDG objectives and,
where possible, are more advantageous for least
developed countries. It will also require that
objectives and targets agreed to in the Addis Ababa
Action Agenda on Financing for Development are
upheld, including on Official Development Assistance
(ODA) and actions to stop illicit financial flows.

PHOTO: DAVID HARTMAN/SAVE THE CHILDREN

These two interlinked elements of the Pledge require
national public policy and budgets, and international
development cooperation to be geared towards
tackling exclusion within countries, and reducing
inequalities between countries. Reducing inequalities
within countries will require groups that are the
furthest away from achieving SDG targets to be
prioritised within public policy and budgeting. For
many countries, this will require strengthening
domestic tax systems and ensuring they are
progressive, in order to raise revenue for investment
in essential services.

Cynthia, age three,
from Liberia, attended
a Save the Childrensupported transit centre
in 2015 after testing
negative for Ebola
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4 Fulfilling the Pledge within countries:
the role of national governments
All governments – in high-, middle- and low-income countries alike – should take
three concrete steps to fulfil the Pledge to Leave No One Behind. Taking these steps
is not a one-off – they should constitute a continuing process of learning, action
and assessment:
1. Analyse: conduct a ‘Leave No One Behind assessment’ to identify excluded groups.
2. Act: produce and implement an action plan to reach all excluded groups and
ensure that appropriate finances are in place.
3. Account: establish transparent, inclusive and participatory monitoring and
accountability processes to assess progress.

STEP 1. ANALYSE: CONDUCTING
A ‘LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND
ASSESSMENT’
To be able to take meaningful action to reach
the furthest behind groups, governments should
first conduct a ‘Leave No One Behind (LNOB)
assessment’ to answer the following questions:
a) Which groups are the furthest behind or
at risk of being left behind?
b) Why are these groups lagging behind or
at risk of doing so? What are the drivers of
slow progress and exclusion?
c) What can be done to accelerate progress?
ENSURING AN OPEN, INCLUSIVE AND
PARTICIPATORY ASSESSMENT AND ANALYSIS
The LNOB assessment must not be a purely
technical exercise, undertaken behind closed doors.
The very process of identifying groups that are being
left behind should help to mobilise social awareness
about the issues and root causes of different kinds
of exclusion, and generate political will to address
them. Where appropriate, the process should be
designed to maximise this – raising awareness and
building an understanding of the issues and root
causes of different kinds of exclusion, and placing
value on efforts to address them. At the same time,
issues of exclusion are often politically sensitive.
An open and transparent process could help to
6

counter the risk of decisions being driven by the
interests of certain groups. It will also help to ensure
a broad base of experience and expertise from
across society, and allow excluded groups to make
their voices heard.
The assessment process should therefore include
a wide range of stakeholders to participate in the
LNOB assessment, from local to national levels.
Participants should include government officials
and staff from different sectors, parliamentarians,
community leaders, civil society organisations
and private sector organisations (including
those representing small businesses). Crucially,
representatives from excluded groups, including
children, both boys and girls, must be invited and
supported to take part, with their safety secured.
These groups of excluded children should be involved
at different stages of the process. These stages
include an initial consultation to gather inputs into
how the process should run, what sources of data
should be looked at for both the assessment and
analysis stages, and a closing consultation to test
and discuss findings.
CONDUCTING THE ASSESSMENT
LNOB assessments should be designed according
to local needs and context, building on existing
processes and working in partnership with others.
Conducting a LNOB assessment may be culturally

BOX 2: A TOOL FOR
IDENTIFYING THE FURTHEST
BEHIND: GROUP BASED
INEQUALITY DATABASE (GRID)

Below we provide a brief overview of some of the key
principles and elements that the assessment should
include, and the kinds of tools and frameworks that
could help to support the analysis.

GRID is a disaggregated data source
developed by Save the Children on core child
outcomes disaggregated by socio-economic
groups. It provides policy-makers, NGOs and
others with evidence of inequalities between
different groups of children.

a) Which groups are the furthest behind?

See: https://campaigns.savethechildren.net/grid

To identify those left behind, as many relevant
data sources need to be analysed as possible.
SDG indicators should be used as the basis of the
assessment framework, including income, health,
education, nutrition, child protection, and civil
and political rights indicators. These should be
complemented with any additional indicators that
are helpful in the local context, particularly from
human rights frameworks. Data for these indicators
should be analysed for all groups listed in the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development, including sex,
age, disability, ethnicity, race, geographical location
and migration status. Particular focus should be
placed on identifying groups of children that are
excluded or at risk. Additional groups can be added
if relevant, ideally identified and agreed upon
through an inclusive and participatory process.
Household surveys and administrative data are
likely to be major sources of data for analysis and
so need to be publicly available in a timely manner.
Qualitative data and local information can provide
rich evidence on the dynamics and drivers of
exclusion that can enhance and triangulate statistical
data and surveys. Different types of information can
be used complementarily – while quantitative data
provide the much needed evidence on the numbers
of exclusion, they can be incomplete; qualitative and
local information can provide the rich evidence on
norms, behaviours, beliefs and household practices
that are essential to understanding who is excluded
and why. Data gaps should be identified and filled as
far as possible – for example, through consultations,
focus groups and surveys with particular excluded
groups, including excluded groups of children.
Tools such as multidimensional poverty indices,9
disaggregated data sources (see Box 2), and graphs
that depict intersecting inequalities and/or trends

over time (see Box 6) can be used to help identify
groups that suffer from severe, multiple and
overlapping deprivations.10 The analysis should
not only include people who are below poverty
thresholds, but groups that are vulnerable to shocks
and at risk of falling below them.11
b) Why are particular groups lagging behind?
This stage of the assessment should identify the
factors and processes that lie at the root of exclusion,
and that are causing particular groups to be left
behind. The analysis should consider economic,
social, political and cultural drivers of exclusion, and
look at how these operate at different levels.
For example, a child’s opportunities and
development outcomes can be affected by:
• immediate factors (eg, whether they catch
a disease or have a healthy diet)
• household and community level factors (eg, local
beliefs and practices; power relations within
households and in communities; parents’ access
to resources, knowledge and services)
• basic structural and institutional factors
(eg, whether society is structured to allow for
equal opportunities, rights and possibilities for
political participation).
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or political challenging, and in some cases civil
society organisations, research institutions, or donor
agencies may be best placed to lead the process,
with close participation from government and
other stakeholders. Where resources are scarce,
LNOB assessments can be integrated into existing
assessments, such as thematic and sector analyses,
but should be done in a systemic way across sectors.

Particular attention should be paid to how power
relations, economic factors and social norms are
affecting the opportunities that particular groups
have, their position in society, and the capacity they
have to determine the course of their own lives.
Political economy analysis12 can be a useful tool
to understand prevailing political and economic
processes in society and how they contribute to
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exclusion, including power relations, access to
political processes and the distribution of power
between particular groups and individuals.
A number of frameworks and tools have already
been developed by different agencies and
organisations that could be used to support
analysis of the drivers of, and barriers to, change.
For example, the UNICEF Monitoring Results
for Equity System (MoRES) uses a determinants
framework to identify the key conditions or
enablers that are needed to allow groups to benefit
from services or achieve improvements in human
development outcomes13 (see table 1). Gender
analysis must be an integral part of the assessment
– identifying the different ways in which girls and
women experience exclusion compared with boys
and men, and the different barriers that they face.

c) What can be done to accelerate progress
for excluded groups?
The aim of the assessment is to identify policies and
practical actions that would help to tackle the root
causes of exclusion, and to prioritise from among
these actions. An important first step is to map and
assess existing policies and programmes, including
how they are funded and delivered, in order to
identify where there are gaps that need to be filled
and where reform is needed because current efforts
are failing to achieve sufficient impact for excluded
groups. This should include a stakeholder analysis of
what government, civil society, religious institutions,
international agencies and private businesses
are currently doing, and should consider how
politics, preferences and incentives are influencing
their actions.

TABLE 1: SAMPLE QUESTIONS IN A DETERMINANTS FRAMEWORK
Enabling environment
Social norms – How do social norms affect access to services?
Legislation/policy – How do policy and legislation affect access to services?
Budget/expenditure – Do budgets and spending patterns advantage or disadvantage particular groups
in society?
Management/coordination – How does the management and coordination of services affect access?
Supply-side factors
Availability of essential commodities/inputs – Are essential commodities/inputs available and
accessible to all?
Access to adequately staffed services, facilities and information – Are services adequately staffed,
facilities sufficient and information available and accessible to all?
Demand-side factors
Financial access – Are there financial barriers to individuals and groups accessing services?
Social and cultural practices and beliefs – How do social and cultural practices and beliefs affect
access to services?
Timing and continuity of use – When and how often do individuals and groups use services?
Quality of care and services
Quality of care – Does the quality of care meet the needs of all individuals and groups?
Adapted from UNICEF (2012)14
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The challenge of leaving no one behind is
particularly pronounced in conflict-affected
and fragile states, where a legacy of violence,
weak governance capacity, and erosion of the
economic base have entrenched poverty and
hampered progress towards development goals.
However, efforts to fulfil the Leave No One
Behind Pledge in these contexts are particularly
important, as inequalities are both an outcome
and a driver of conflict. While carrying out
inclusive and participatory LNOB assessments
and planning is likely to be challenging in fragile
states, it can help to foster dialogue between
groups, and build common understanding of
barriers to change and how they should be
addressed. Nationally and locally-identified
needs in these countries should be supported by
international donors and agencies, with a dual
focus on meeting short-term needs while also

This mapping exercise should help then to identify
what kinds of policies, reforms or actions are
needed, where they are needed, and who needs
to be involved. The next step is to prioritise from
among these according to the resources that are
available to invest in change. Particular focus should

addressing the root causes of fragility. While the
risks of operating in these contexts are high, the
potential benefits are significant, and the Leave
No One Behind Pledge will simply not be fulfilled
without it.
Displaced children: Children displaced by
conflict, whether as refugees or through internal
displacement, are among the most vulnerable in
the world. Half of the world’s displaced people are
children, and the average length of displacement
is 17 years – for some, their entire childhood.
Children in conflict-affected areas represent 36%
of all children of primary school age who are out
of school.15 To ensure that these children are not
robbed of their futures, Save the Children is calling
for the international community to ensure that
no refugee child is left without education for
more than 30 days.

be placed on bottlenecks and opportunities for
catalytic change – action in particular areas that
have the potential to drive progress across multiple
sectors and groups.16 Investing in girls is one such
area (see Box 4).
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BOX 3: MEETING THE CHALLENGE IN CONFLICT-AFFECTED
AND FRAGILE CONTEXTS

BOX 4: REACHING EVERY LAST GIRL
Tackling gender discrimination and upholding girls’
rights should be at the heart of implementation
plans for fulfilling the Pledge to Leave No One
Behind. Girls are often disproportionately
represented among the furthest behind in society
as a result of deeply rooted discriminatory norms.
Tackling the root causes of their disempowerment
and exclusion has the potential to unleash change
across entire societies, and to accelerate progress
across multiple SDGs.
Investing in girls’ education is one area that has
the potential to catalyse progress on multiple
fronts. For example:
• There is significant evidence that maternal
education and female autonomy are among

the strongest determinants of child health
and nutrition outcomes. In India, for example,
research finds that maternal literacy was
more significant than geography or level of
healthcare coverage in determining infant and
child mortality rates.17
• Education can help to protect girls from child
marriage, and the lifelong damage it causes
to their health, wellbeing and opportunities.
Research shows that legally requiring girls to
stay in school until the age of 16 significantly
reduces the likelihood of child marriage, and
that good-quality education can help girls
take control of decisions about who and when
to marry.18
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MITIGATING CHALLENGES AND RISK
LNOB assessments need not be hugely complex
and technical exercises, and in many contexts may
just require the adaptation of existing planning
processes, tools and delivery systems or practices
to focus more effectively on the furthest behind,
most excluded groups. However, no matter how
well-designed and supported the process is, no
assessment will be perfect, and all are likely to
experience challenges. Mapping out potential
challenges at the outset of the process will help to
identify opportunities for mitigating them along
the way.
Issues of exclusion are often highly political and
sensitive and the LNOB assessment should be
designed with this in mind, including a strong
political economy analysis component and safe
spaces for excluded groups to participate. Ensuring
no one is left behind means that policies need
to shift in the favour of excluded groups, and
opportunities for children to have their voices
heard and to be represented need to be increased.
All stakeholders should be involved in the process,
and efforts should be made to secure their buy-in
and support where needed.
In some contexts, collecting information about and
from particular excluded groups can be divisive in
and of itself, particularly where conflict or fragility
is linked to issues of ethnic, racial, indigenous or
religious identity, or where there is continuing
resistance to focusing on the issues faced by people
with disabilities. Running a transparent, inclusive
and participatory process can help to safeguard
against these risks. All groups must be guaranteed
rights to participation and protection, to privacy,
and to free, prior and informed consent.
Another key challenge is the financial investment
that will be needed to reach those furthest behind,
with marginal costs tending to increase the more
difficult people are to reach. One estimate put the
total cost of ensuring that no one is left behind
in health, education and social protection across
75 countries at $759 billion per year.19 Mobilising
public and political support across society for the
leave-no-one-behind agenda will be critical in the
face of difficult choices and trade-offs concerning
the allocation of public resources.
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STEP 2. ACT: AGREEING
ACTION PLANS TO FULFIL THE
LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND PLEDGE
The next step in implementing the Pledge is to
agree and publish effective and inclusive plans for
action that:
• set out priority steps to address the drivers and
root causes of exclusion
• tackle the bottlenecks for implementation
• catalyse action across multiple sectors and
excluded groups.
Countries may opt to plan for SDG implementation
and the fulfilment of the Leave No One Behind
Pledge in different ways – for example, through
standalone plans or through integration into existing
national and sector plans. Whichever route is taken,
plans should set out how countries will meet SDG
targets and operationalise the commitment to leave
no one behind, ensuring that excluded groups are
both politically visible and given priority.20 To be
fit for purpose, plans must be developed through
an inclusive and participatory process that ensures
the active involvement of all, including children and
civil society.
Action plans should set timescales and milestones,
and detail the responsibilities of particular
stakeholders and institutions for achieving them
in a participatory and accountable manner. It is
essential that any short-term prioritisation supports
medium- and long-term development strategies, to
ensure effective and inclusive implementation.
SDG coordination mechanisms should also be
established to oversee implementation of the SDGs
and coordinate progress toward the Leave No
One Behind Pledge. This may include responsibility
for coordination sitting with a focal point in a
key ministry – such as the Ministry of Finance –
or the designation of existing national planning
agencies as coordination bodies. Action plans
for, and coordinated by, local government and
municipal authorities may also be a dynamic and
desirable option.
The specifics of these plans will be determined
by context and driven by the LNOB assessment.
However, stakeholders should as a minimum
consider setting objectives and milestones in

a) Fair finance: Public investment in good-quality,
essential services is necessary to ensure that
the most excluded groups survive, thrive, learn
and are protected. To achieve fair finance,
governments should:
• Increase public revenue through
domestic resource mobilisation, particularly
through progressive taxation that does not
harm children, and supported by greater
international tax cooperation and tackling
illicit financial flows.
• Increase and improve equitable public
budget allocation and spending on goodquality and equitable essential services, and
remove cost barriers to services, including
through progressive pathways to Universal
Health Coverage and good-quality basic
education. The focus should be on ensuring
that all people receive the services they need
without financial hardship.
• Ensure children have a minimum
level of financial security through childsensitive social protection programmes, with
progressively increasing levels of coverage and
benefits among children in poor households.
b) Equal treatment: Ensuring no one is left
behind means guaranteeing equal treatment for
all individuals and groups, and addressing the
discriminatory norms, policies, financial decisions
and behaviours that contribute to exclusion.
While this can be a complex and lengthy task –
as it often means challenging deeply embedded
and longstanding social and cultural norms, as
well as political privileges – there are a number
of practical steps governments can take to make
tangible impact. To achieve equal treatment,
governments should:
• Remove discriminatory barriers to
services, including discriminatory laws
and policies. In some cases, civil society
organisations may be best placed to deliver
services to those who are difficult to reach,
particularly where reaching those left behind
may be culturally or politically challenging.

In Kenya, for instance, Save the Children
has been working with the Ministry of
Education, Science and Technology and the
National Council for Nomadic Education in
implementing education programmes designed
to meet the needs of nomadic communities.22
• Challenge discriminatory norms and
behaviours through public awareness
campaigns, and through ensuring that policies
designed to protect rights are implemented.
• Ensure that every birth is registered –
a practical and symbolic starting point to
ensure equal treatment for all.
c) Accountability: Concrete steps must be taken
to ensure that the voices and participation of
excluded groups, including children, are given
space and taken into account by decision-makers,
that their needs are met and that they can hold
leaders to account. Data and accountability are
inextricably linked: disaggregated data helps to
make excluded groups visible, and with access to
better-quality and more accessible data, citizens
can monitor and push for progress. To achieve
accountability, governments should:
• Establish formal mechanisms and
processes to allow excluded groups,
including children, to participate in
policy-making and budgeting, to give feedback
on service delivery performance, and improve
transparency and accountability.
• Ensure an appropriate level of data
disaggregation, at a minimum by income,
sex, age, race, ethnicity, migration status,
disability and geographic location.
• Make data and information public in
a timely manner, free of charge and
in formats that are accessible to all,
including children, while also protecting the
privacy and safety of individuals and groups.
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three key areas that have been identified by
Save the Children as having particular potential
to drive long-term and sustainable change for
excluded children: 21
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BOX 5: WORKING WITH THE PRIVATE SECTOR TO DELIVER
THE LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND PLEDGE
Businesses, large and small, contributed to
the Millennium Development Goals through
creating jobs, contributing to economic growth,
leveraging value chains and applying their
expertise to solving development problems.
As a key driver of economic activity, the
private sector touches on virtually all issues
covered by the SDGs, and must play a key
role in delivering the change needed to ensure
no one is left behind. Governments and other
stakeholders must work with the private sector,
from multinational corporations to smallholder
farmers, to ensure that the actions of the private
sector support a sustainable future. To move
from corporate responsibility to shared value,
development objectives must lie at the core of
business models – helping to harness private
sector innovation and resources to help meet
the SDGs. To contribute to the realisation of
the Leave No One Behind Pledge, governments
should support, incentivise or regulate
companies to:

STEP 3. ACCOUNT: INCLUSIVE
AND PARTICIPATORY MONITORING
AND ACCOUNTABILITY
To fulfil the Leave No One Behind Pledge,
governments must establish open, inclusive and
participatory monitoring and accountability

• Capture and measure non-financial
information in their environmental,
social and governance impacts. Mandatory
reporting should be introduced for
large companies on their non-financial
performance, drawing from existing guidance
such as the Global Reporting Initiative.23
• Ensure that all companies protect and
promote children’s rights in all aspects of
their business. Governments must ensure the
effective implementation of the UN Guiding
Principles on Business and Human Rights 24 and
the Children’s Rights and Business Principles.25
• Ensure that all workers experience
decent work and are paid a living wage
so that they can provide for the basic needs
of their children and ensure that their rights
to survive, thrive, learn and be protected
are realised.26
• Shape core business strategies to
contribute to development goals, and
advocate for political leadership and legislation
that underpins this shared value approach.

systems to monitor progress. At a minimum, a
publicly available accountability framework* should
track progress for the most excluded groups
(including through stepping stone equity targets –
see Box 6), and provide mechanisms for their
ongoing participation at all levels, including for
children’s participation.

BOX 6: STEPPING STONE EQUITY TARGETS
Stepping stone equity targets are a mechanism
to support governments to monitor progress for
excluded groups towards SDG targets. The idea
is to set interim dates between 2016 and 2030
to monitor the progress of these groups, with
the aim of reducing systematic inequalities and
ensuring that all are on track to achieve 2030

targets. At the national level, targets can be
set for different groups and in different sectors.
Stepping stone graphs can be used to provide
a visual, easy to understand illustration of
progress, which can be used for participatory
monitoring and review.
continued on next page

* For Save the Children’s full vision for an accountability framework for the 2030 Agenda, see Save the Children (2016).
Towards a new accountability paradigm: An accountability framework for the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/sites/default/files/images/New_Accountability_Paradigm.pdf
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BRIEF GUIDE TO SETTING
STEPPING STONE TARGETS
Step 1. Use household survey or other
disaggregated data to identify the furthest
behind groups, including by age, gender, urban/
rural, economic groups, ethnicity, caste and
regions. Data should be nationally representative
and include at least two different points in time.
Step 2. Calculate the rate of progress
achieved so far by these groups, and the
rate of progress that they will need to
achieve to meet SDG targets.
Step 3. Set stepping stone targets at interim
dates to monitor whether the furthest
behind groups are on track to meet the
target. Ideally, progress should be monitored
on an annual basis but, where this is not possible,
two stepping stone targets could be set – for
example, 2020 and 2025 (see figure 2 below).
WHICH GROUPS SHOULD STEPPING STONE
EQUITY TARGETS BE SET FOR?
Stepping stone targets should be set for the
furthest behind groups that have been identified
through an open and participatory LNOB
assessment process. Unique stepping stone
equity targets may be needed for different
thematic areas: for example, those groups of

children left behind on certain nutrition
indicators may be different from those left behind
in education. Criteria for selecting particular
groups for stepping stone targets might include:
• Where inequalities between the most
advanced and furthest behind groups
are largest.
• Where most groups are clustered near the
national average, but one or more groups
lag notably behind.
• Where particular disadvantaged groups
contain a large population.
• Where groups have seen very little progress
over time, meaning gaps are likely to widen.
DATA CHALLENGES
Setting stepping stone equity targets requires
countries to have sufficiently robust
disaggregated data that are comparable over
time. Even for countries that have regular
household surveys, the number of ethnic groups
included or regional boundaries can change
over time. Where there are lots of regional or
ethnic groups covered by the survey, sample
sizes may be too small to draw statistically
significant conclusions. Data for some groups are
often lacking entirely. Such data issues should
be considered in advance of setting the stepping
stone targets, and addressed systematically.
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BOX 6: STEPPING STONE EQUITY TARGETS continued

FIGURE 2: EXAMPLE OF STEPPING STONE TARGET ON CHILD MORTALITY
FOR THE POOREST FIFTH OF HOUSEHOLDS IN INDONESIA
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REALISING THE PLEDGE TO LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND

SUPPORTING CHILDREN TO PARTICIPATE AND
HOLD THEIR GOVERNMENTS TO ACCOUNT

age‑appropriate and timely information in a
language they can understand.29

Experience from Save the Children’s work across
the world demonstrates that when girls and boys
are given opportunities to participate, they can be
meaningful agents of change. As children do not
have the right to vote, other platforms are needed
to support their active and inclusive engagement
in governance systems and ensure that their voices
are both heard and acted upon. Children want to
be involved in decisions that affect their lives and,
with different perspectives to adults, they know their
situation best.

In order for children to engage in public decisionmaking and accountability processes, governments
also need to ensure an enabling environment for
civil society. This includes guaranteeing the rights of
all to freedom of expression, association, peaceful
assembly and access to information in law and
practice. To ensure high-quality support to children’s
engagement in public processes, practitioners can
also utilise Save the Children’s practice standards in
child participation.*

Children’s right to participate is enshrined in the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, with
Article 12 stipulating that a child has the right to
express his or her views freely in all matters that
affect their lives and that those views are given due
weight. The Convention also underlines that children
have civil and political rights, including the right to
expression, association, peaceful assembly, freedom
of thought and information.

MECHANISMS OF PARTICIPATION

Many governments have taken action to translate
children’s rights into realities, but there is still
much work left to do. It is particularly important
to recognise the different barriers that prevent
excluded groups of children from participating on
an equal basis to their more advantaged peers, and
that prevent girls from making their voices heard.
Research in this area cautions that participation
mechanisms tend to be dominated by children
from better off backgrounds, or by boys, with
little presence of children with disabilities or from
ethnic minorities.27
Save the Children’s work with children across
different regions, and recent research with more
than 1,600 children from 60 countries,28 have
generated a number of good practices and lessons
learned that should be considered in ensuring
children’s meaningful, inclusive and safe participation
in public decision-making and accountability
processes. This includes the need for children to
have their own spaces and organisations – both
online and offline – where they can safely meet,
learn about their rights, share experiences and
take joint action, and the need for access to

There are various mechanisms through which
children can be supported to make their voices
heard in meaningful and inclusive ways, with many
initiatives adapted to local conditions. Some practical
initiatives that governments could introduce to
ensure that every last child is heard include:
• Children’s participation in budgeting: This
can help to ensure that children’s ideas are
reflected in financial allocations and that budgets
better meet their needs. In Zimbabwe, for
example, child-led clubs have facilitated children’s
engagement, with children provided with
training on issues such as expenditure tracking,
negotiation, and advocacy, 30 and then making
proposals on spending for government’s officials
to consider.31
In Barra Mansa, Brazil, a children’s participatory
budget process has been introduced: 18 girls
and 18 boys are elected by their peers to
represent them and to ensure the municipal
council addresses children’s needs and priorities.
The elected children learn how to represent
their peers within a democratic structure, to
prioritise based on available resources, and to
develop projects and plans within a governance
context. The initiative aided the local council in
developing more effective systems and projects.
It also provided children with valuable personal
development, including greater self-confidence,
broader knowledge of citizenship, and a better
understanding of socioeconomic issues.32

* For further details, see Save the Children (2005). Practice Standards in Children’s Participation,
http://resourcecentre.savethechildren.se/library/practice-standards-childrens-participation
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In Bangladesh, a children’s parliament has been
in place for 13 years, to provide a platform for
children in every part of the country to get
together and discuss issues that affect them
and make recommendations to senior
parliamentary and government officials.33
Some of the achievements of the child parliament
to date include successful advocacy on the
introduction of computer education programmes
in secondary and religious schools, and the
introduction of policy guidelines to prohibit
corporal punishment.
In Ethiopia, members of children’s parliaments
have helped to raise awareness of key social
issues and challenge harmful behaviours in
their communities. One child parliamentarian
said, “I speak on behalf of other girls, and I speak
for myself. I report to the authorities if girls are
harassed or abused, and I’ve learned to say no to
sexual harassment.” 34
• Mainstreaming child participation in
local governance: In Nepal, child-friendly local
governance has been introduced as a strategic
framework to place children at the centre of the
development agenda of local bodies, government

An innovation from Guraghe, Ethiopia is the
use of community conversations as an
avenue for children’s participation. Community
conversations are meetings where communities
come together to identify and analyse their
concerns and needs, address issues, and prioritise
and mobilise resources.37 With the support
of facilitators, the dialogue process enables
children and adults to discuss behaviours, values
and practices, including those that are deemed
harmful or disruptive.
Children’s participation has a real impact when
it becomes systematic and leads to fundamental,
structural and lasting changes in policy and practice.
Mechanisms may create a platform for children’s
voices to be heard, but if these voices are not taken
seriously, they run the risk of being tokenistic.
Inclusivity is also a key challenge. Governments,
civil society and other stakeholders should work
together to ensure that spaces of participation meet
the needs and requirements of different groups,
particularly those that are excluded and left behind.

PHOTO: SUSAN WARNER/SAVE THE CHILDREN

A child-friendly space in the
Philippines for children forced from
their homes by Typhoon Haiyan

agencies and civil society.35 Children must be
involved in collecting information to inform
planning and in planning committees, which
decide on spending. Though deemed a beneficial
approach, challenges still remain in ensuring that
the most marginalised children have meaningful
opportunities to participate.36
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• Children’s parliaments and councils have
been used in various contexts to provide children
with the space to articulate their concerns to
decision-makers and community leaders.
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THE LEAVE NO ONE BEHIND PLEDGE:
A PROMISE TO REACH EVERY LAST CHILD

STEPS FOR
NATIONAL GOVERNMENTS

ACCOUNT
Establish transparent, inclusive
and participatory accountability
processes to assess progress
towards the Pledge.

ACT
Define an action plan
to reach the furthest
behind groups.

ANALYSE
Identify which groups are
furthest behind and why –
through participatory public
deliberation and assessment.

GOALS AND TARGETS WILL BE MET FOR ALL NATIONS,
PEOPLES AND SEGMENTS OF SOCIETY.

STEPS FOR THE
INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY

ACCOUNT
Ensure regular, open
and inclusive international
monitoring and review of
the Pledge.

ADVANCE
Invest in the creation and
dissemination of high quality
disaggregated data.

ALIGN
Ensure policies are coherent with
the Pledge, including international
tax, aid, trade and business policy.

THE FURTHEST BEHIND WILL BE REACHED FIRST.

5 Fulfilling the Pledge internationally –
the role of the international community
The international community – including donors, UN agencies and multilateral bodies
– should take three concrete steps:
1. Align: Ensure policies are coherent with the Pledge including international aid, tax,
trade and business policies. Official Development Assistance (ODA) should reach
the furthest behind wherever they live, and international tax and other financial
systems not discriminate against low- and middle-income countries.
2. Act: Invest in the creation and dissemination of high-quality disaggregated data,
including through increasing investment and capacity-building for national data
collection, and establishing an international data floor, with all data disaggregated
to the greatest extent possible.
3. Account: Ensure regular, open and inclusive international monitoring and review of
the Pledge, including through consistent and dedicated reporting at the High-level
Political Forum on Sustainable Development, through the SDG Progress Report and
in participatory Voluntary National Reviews.

STEP 1: ALIGN
ENSURE POLICIES ARE COHERENT
WITH THE PLEDGE, INCLUDING
INTERNATIONAL AID, TAX, TRADE
AND BUSINESS POLICY

US$947 billion left low-income countries through
IFFs in 2011,38 all countries should establish
mandatory public country-by-country reporting,
public registries of beneficial ownership for countries
and trusts, and multilateral automatic exchange of
tax information.

The international community must take concrete
steps to reduce inequalities between countries, in
line with the requirements of the Leave No One
Behind Pledge. This will require all countries to
ensure that international policies and systems are
fair to the world’s poorest countries and, where
possible, are more advantageous for them.

Reducing inequalities between countries, and
reaching the furthest behind within countries,
will also require an increase in private and public
investment in the world’s poorest and most fragile
states, in line with the commitments of the Addis
Ababa Action Agenda. ODA overall makes up a
declining proportion of public finance, but in many
countries, particularly those furthest behind, limited
access to other sources of finance means that ODA
and concessional finance will continue to play
an important role, particularly in delivering public
services and leveraging access to other sources
of finance.

In particular, international trade, tax and
business policy must be compliant with the Leave
No One Behind Pledge. Progressive tax systems
are essential to address inequalities, redistribute
wealth from the richest to the poorest in society,
and increase investment in public services. At the
international level, governments and international
agencies should promote greater international
tax cooperation and tackle illicit financial
flows (IFFs) that rob developing countries of
revenue. With conservative estimates finding that
18

To support sustainable development and ensure no
country is left behind, donors must set concrete
timetables to fulfil their ODA commitments and
allocate funds to where they are needed
most. ODA should support the social compact 39

STEP 3: ACCOUNT
ENSURE REGULAR, OPEN AND INCLUSIVE
INTERNATIONAL MONITORING AND
REVIEW OF THE PLEDGE

To ensure that ODA is consistently fit for purpose,
it must be delivered in line with the aid effectiveness
principles of the Global Partnership for Effective
Development Cooperation.40 Development
assistance should be assessed according to how
much it improves the lives of excluded groups.
International agencies, donors and charitable
foundations should publish plans and tools to
demonstrate how they are reaching the furthest
behind. The UN system’s commitment to ensuring
that UN efforts prioritise the needs of the
furthest behind first, including through a Shared
Framework for Action on Combatting Inequalities
and Discrimination, is welcome, and should be
emulated by other stakeholders.41

International and regional SDG monitoring and
review must be fit for purpose to monitor the Leave
No One Behind Pledge. The High-level Political
Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF)
will play a central role by overseeing a network of
follow-up and review processes at the global level.
International and national progress toward the
fulfilment of the Pledge should be reviewed annually
at the HLPF through voluntary national reviews
and through global thematic reviews. All HLPF
sessions and reviews must be open, inclusive and
interactive, with clear avenues for participation by
civil society and excluded groups, including excluded
children. The United Nations General Assembly
(UNGA) may be an opportune moment to continue
the discussion and momentum following the HLPF,
with a High Level Summit on Leave No One
Behind at UNGA 2018, 1,000 days into the SDGs.

STEP 2: ADVANCE
INVEST IN THE CREATION AND
DISSEMINATION OF HIGH-QUALITY
DISAGGREGATED DATA
A key challenge for realising the Leave No One
Behind Pledge is making the uncounted visible
through ensuring the creation and dissemination
of high-quality disaggregated data. The
challenge is particularly pronounced in conflictaffected and fragile states.42 The Inter-Agency
Group for SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) and
the UN Statistical Commission must mandate
comprehensive data disaggregation within the
Global Indicator Framework and establish a data
floor. Disaggregated data should be presented in
the SDG Indicators Global Database. UN agencies
with statistical capacity can also demonstrate
leadership and best practice by ensuring that
they fully disaggregate data.
The international community must step up to
ensure that all countries have the technical and
financial assistance they need to scale up and
improve data collection for measuring the progress
of the furthest behind groups across all SDGs.
The Global Partnership on Sustainable
Development Data should be supported to
help meet the challenge of monitoring the
Leave No One Behind Pledge.

National voluntary reviews – the mechanism
through which countries volunteer to report on
their progress towards the SDGs at the HLPF –
should contain a section dedicated to the Leave
No One Behind Pledge. The guidelines that the
UN provides for these reviews should be updated
to include specific guidance for how countries
should report on progress in meeting the
Leave No One Behind Pledge. This should
encompass the steps that countries have taken
to identify and reach excluded groups, as well as
reporting on national stepping stone equity targets.
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agreed to in the Addis Ababa Action Agenda and
ensure that it supports adequate funding of essential
public services, such as Universal Health Coverage,
good-quality education, nutrition, and social and
child protection.

The annual SDG Report should review progress
towards the Leave No One Behind Pledge through
a dedicated chapter, and through reporting on
progress for excluded groups in a consistent way
across goal areas. The report should identify and
present international stepping stone equity targets
across all relevant goal areas – for example, for the
world’s poorest quintile and for women and girls.
Regional and international 2030 Agenda
accountability processes must also be linked to, and
draw on, international human rights obligations
and reporting. They should work in synergy
with international and regional human rights
mechanisms, ensuring a two-way systematic flow
of data, analysis and recommendations, including
on reaching the furthest behind.43
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6 Conclusion

The Leave No One Behind Pledge is one of the most revolutionary
commitments that the international community has ever made,
with the potential to reverse centuries of neglect and mistreatment
of excluded groups, and to ensure that every last child is reached.
However, this potential will only be realised if the Pledge is put into
action. Achieving the overarching ambition of the 2030 Agenda to
end poverty in a generation is dependent on breathing life into the
Pledge; the world’s children cannot afford an empty promise.
To realise the Pledge to Leave No One Behind, national governments should:
• Analyse: conduct a leave-no-one-behind assessment to identify the most
excluded groups and the reasons why they are being left behind.
• Act: produce and implement an action plan to reach all excluded groups and
ensure that appropriate finances are in place.
• Account: monitor and report on progress towards the Leave No One Behind
Pledge in a regular, inclusive, participatory and transparent way.
The international community, including donors, UN agencies and multilateral
bodies, should:
• Align: Ensure policies are coherent with the Pledge including international
aid, tax, trade and business policy.
• Advance: Invest in the creation and dissemination of high-quality
disaggregated data.
• Account: Ensure regular, open and inclusive international monitoring and
review of the Pledge.
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PHOTO: CJ CLARKE/SAVE THE CHILDREN

Children at a camp in Iraq
for displaced people
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