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ABSTRACT 

With the experience of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), it has become evident that 
the academic world will have a key role to play in researching the efforts and commitments of 
the EU, its Member States, and all other countries and stakeholders involved in shaping the 
global development agenda. This contribution focuses on the international (sustainable) 
development agenda after the expiration of the current MDGs. By pointing to important 
questions for policy-makers and providing an overview of important research findings on 
development cooperation and the impact of MDGs, it aims to serve as a reflection on the ‘way 
ahead’. In addition to presenting several institutional and methodological challenges, it 
highlights how universal concepts are currently discussed in the context of the post-2015 
debate, such as sustainable development, governance and rule of law, human rights, security 
and development, and food security. At the same time, the paper argues that these concepts 
are prominent features of the EU’s vision on and approach towards development. Looking at the 
post-2015 development agenda and the EU’s particular objectives, the paper shows that the EU 
and its Member States will play a vital role in galvanizing a renewed collective global 
commitment to tackle the increasingly complex realm of development cooperation.  
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THE SEARCH FOR A POST-2015 INTERNATIONAL (SUSTAINABLE) DEVELOPMENT AGENDA: 
SOME REFLECTIONS FROM A EUROPEAN PERSPECTIVE 

Jan Wouters, Laura Beke, David D’Hollander and Kolja Raube1 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

This paper develops some reflections, from a European and academic perspective, regarding 
the search for a post-2015 international (sustainable) development agenda. As is known, the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) come to an end in 2015. The G20 Seoul Development 
Consensus, the UN Millennium Development Goals Summit of 2010, the 2012 Rio+20 
Conference and UNDP’s Global MDGs Conference in Bogota in 2013 have marked the 
international community’s most recent attempts to effectively implement the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015, identify policy and implementation gaps and define new 
objectives for the post-2015 agenda. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), set forth by the 
Rio+20 Conference, have put sustainability at the heart of this post-2015 process. With less 
than one year to go, it is timely to reflect upon what is on the table and which development goals 
need to be part of the future international agenda. 
 

2. THE STATE OF THE INTERNATIONAL DEBATE 
 
Three documents have played a crucial role in the international debates so far:  

- The report by the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons (HLP), ‘A New Global 
Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform Economies through Sustainable 
Development’2, which was submitted to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in May 
2013, is regarded as an important milestone in the process of setting the post-2015 
agenda. It puts sustainability ‘at the core’, focusing more comprehensively than the 
current MDGs on economic, social, and environmental questions of sustainable 
development. For example, the report highlighted ‘the importance to development of 
good governance and institutions that guarantee the rule of law, free speech and open 
and accountable government’ and the need ‘for inclusive growth to provide jobs’.3 

- The UN Secretary-General’s report ‘A life of dignity for all’4 of July 2013 underlines the 
‘commitment to three interconnected objectives: economic development, social inclusion 

                                                
1
 Respectively: Jean Monnet Chair and Full Professor of International Law and International Organizations, Director 

of the Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies – Institute for International Law, University of Leuven; Research 
Fellow, Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies, University of Leuven; Research Fellow, Leuven Centre for 
Global Governance Studies, University of Leuven; Senior Research Fellow and Project Manager, Leuven Centre for 
Global Governance Studies, University of Leuven. This contribution is partly based on insights acquired during two 
evens which the Leuven Centre for Global Governance Studies organized in 2013. The first workshop, ‘The Post-
2015 Sustainable Development Agenda: Global, Asian and European Perspectives’, organized on 30 August 2013 in 
Brussels, brought together speakers focusing on the achievements and the gaps of the current MDGs. The second 
conference, ‘What is Wrong with the United Nations Development System and How to Fix It’, took place on 25 
October 2013 and brought together academics, United Nations, European and national officials who looked into 
solutions of how to improve the United Nations’ development system. 
2
 Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, A New Global 

Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform Economies Through Sustainable Development, New York, 30 May 
2013. 
3
 Ibid., Executive Summary, p. 1. 

4
 United Nations Secretary General, A Life of Dignity For All: Accelerating Progress Towards the Millennium 

Development Goals and Advancing the United Nations Development Agenda Beyond 2015, A/68/202, 26 July 2013. 
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and environmental sustainability’ based on the sustainable development framework.5 
Moreover, according to the report, ‘key elements of the emerging vision for the 
development agenda beyond 2015’ include ‘universality’, ‘sustainable development’, 
‘inclusive economic transformations’, ‘peace and governance’, ‘a new global partnership’ 
and ‘being fit for purpose’.  

- The ‘Outcome Document’ of the UN General Assembly’s ‘special event to follow up 
efforts made towards achieving the millennium development goals’ of 25 September 
2013 urges that all decision-making processes running up to the post-2015 agenda be 
concluded by September 2014. 6 UN Member States committed themselves once more 
to the implementation of the MDGs and emphasized that a new ‘approach’ towards 
sustainable development was needed. The UN Secretary General’s report was seen as 
‘useful input to the deliberations’.7 While far from constituting a preliminary consensus, 
the document points to the interlinked relationship of the various dimensions feeding into 
sustainable development. It ‘underlines the need for a coherent approach that integrates 
in a balanced manner the three dimensions of sustainable development’ and that 
‘involves working towards a single framework and set of goals, universal in nature and 
applicable to all countries, while taking into account differing national circumstances and 
respecting national policies and priorities.’ It is added that this approach ‘should also 
promote peace and security, democratic governance, the rule of law, gender equality 
and human rights for all.’8 

 

3. THE EU’S CONTRIBUTION 
 
The European Commission (Commission) has invested considerable efforts in the shaping of 
the post-2015 agenda. Commissioner Andris Piebalgs participated in and contributed to the 
HLP Report. The Commission’s communication on the post-2015 agenda, ‘A Decent Life for All: 
Ending Poverty and Giving the World a Sustainable Future’ 9 , led to the adoption of “An 
Overarching Post-2015 Framework” by the Council on 25 June 2013.10 The Commission and 
Council have highlighted priorities in the framework for development, such as ‘decent living 
standards’, ‘sustainable and inclusive growth’, ‘sustainable management of natural resources’, 
‘equality, equity and justice’ and ‘peace and security’. 11  Drawing on discussions with EU 
Member States, the Commission further refined its set of policy objectives and goals in the 
comprehensive communication ‘A Decent Life for All: From Vision to Collective Action’. 12 
Thematically, a total of 17 priority areas are identified, including poverty eradication, inequality, 
food security, health and education, as well as biodiversity, human rights, the rule of law, good 

                                                
5
 Ibid., p. 12. 

6
 United Nations General Assembly, Outcome Document of the Special Event to Follow Up Efforts Made Towards 

Achieving the Millennium Development Goals, 1 October 2013, (A/68/L.4), para. 21. 
7
 Ibid., para. 22. 

8
 Ibid., para. 19. 

9
 European Commission, A Decent Life for All: Ending Poverty and Giving the World a Sustainable Future, 

Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social 
Committee and the Committee of the Regions, COM(2013) 92 final, Brussels, 27 February 2013.  
10

 General Affairs Council meeting on the Overarching Post 2015 Agenda, 25 June 2013, Council conclusions. 
11

 See, inter alia, Foreign Affairs Council, ‘Council Conclusions on EU priorities at the UN Human Rights Fora', 

Brussels, 10 February 2014, p. 4; European Commission, ‘Remarks by President Barroso following his meeting with 
UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon’, 2 April 2014, (SPEECH/14/272). 
12

 European Commission, A Decent Life for All: From Vision to Collective Action, Communication from the 
Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the Regions, COM(2014) 335 final, Brussels, 2 June 2014. 
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governance and effective institutions.13 In an annex to the communication, the Commission 
proposes a number of targets and indicators to be considered for each of these priority areas. 
The communication and its annex are framed as a flexible guideline, refining certain positions 
and concepts whilst allowing enough space for the EU and its Member States to respond to 
‘future developments in international discussions’.14       
Another key issue which the EU has sought to bring into the reflections on a post-2015 agenda 
is the question of ensuring ‘policy coherence for development’ (PCD). A longstanding advocate 
of pursuing a coherent approach towards development cooperation, the EU has increasingly 
anchored the principle of coherence in its external relations from the 1986 Single European Act 
onwards.15 Today, coherence is found to be ‘at the center of the Lisbon Treaty’,16 as manifested, 
inter alia, by the EU’s recent attempt to pursue a ‘comprehensive approach’ towards crisis 
situations in developing countries, thereby touching upon issues of insecurity, poverty and 
human rights violations, in order to foster the coherence of EU external action as a whole.17 
Hence, there is a clear link – some would say ‘nexus’ –  between development and other areas 
of concern, such as security, trade, environment and migration. Engaging this link constructively 
has been at the centre of the EU’s commitment to ‘Policy Coherence for Development’,18 as 
emerges from its latest evaluation of that objective in the biennial ‘Report on Policy Coherence 
for Development’.19 The latter report, the Commission’s communication ‘Beyond 2015: Towards 
a Comprehensive and Integrated Approach to Financing Poverty Eradication and Sustainable 
Development’ and the conclusions of the Council of 12 December 201320 all illustrate the EU’s 
willingness and commitment to firmly anchor PCD into the post-2015 agenda.  
 

  

                                                
13

 Ibid. The 17 priority areas identified are (i) poverty; (ii) inequality; (iii) food security and nutrition and sustainable 
agriculture; (iv) health; (v) education; (vi) gender equality and women's empowerment; (vii) water and sanitation; (viii) 
sustainable energy; (ix) full and productive employment and decent work for all; (x) inclusive and sustainable growth; 
(xi) sustainable cities and human settlements; (xii) sustainable consumption and production; (xiii) oceans and seas; 
(xiv) biodiversity and forests; (xv) land degradation, including desertification and drought; (xvi) human rights, the rule 
of law, good governance and effective institutions; and (xvii) peaceful societies. 
14

 Ibid. p. 2. 
15

 C. Portela and K. Raube, ’The EU polity and foreign policy coherence’, 8:1 Journal of Contemporary European 
Research, 2012, pp. 1–20. 
16

 A.C. Marangoni and K. Raube, ‘Virtue or Vice? The Coherence of the EU’s External Policies’, Journal of European 
Integration, 2014, p. 1, forthcoming.  
17

 European Commission and High Representative of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, The 
EU’s Comprehensive Approach to External Conflict and Crises, Joint Communication to the European Parliament and 
the Council, Brussels, 11 September 2013, JOIN(2013) 30 final.  
18

 As is known, the EU must “take account of the objectives of development cooperation the policies that it 
implements which are likely to affect developing countries” pursuant to Art. 208 (1), second para., TFEU. This has led 
to the EU’s “Policy Coherence for Development” (PCD) approach: see, with further references, 
http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/what/development-policies/policy-coherence/index_en.htm A very important judgment 
has recently been rendered by the European Court of Justice in this respect: judgment of 11 June 2014, Case C-
377/12, Commission v Council, not yet published. 
19

 European Commission, EU 2013 Report on Policy Coherence for Development, Commission Staff Working 
Document, SWD(2013) 456 final, Brussels, 31 October 2013. 
20

 Conclusions of the Council of the European Union and of the representatives of the governments of the Member 
States, meeting within the Council, on financing poverty eradication and sustainable development beyond 2015, 
Brussels, 12 December 2013. 

http://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/what/development-policies/policy-coherence/index_en.htm
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4. IMPORTANT QUESTIONS FOR POLICY-MAKERS 
 

With a view to the ongoing negotiations on the post-2015 framework, one of the most crucial 
issues at stake is to identify post-2015 targets and to devise a methodology which will 
accurately capture the progress made towards realizing the ambitions of the international 
community. The key challenge lies in ensuring a feasible link between theoretical aspirations on 
paper – both in terms of objectives and proposed methodologies – and practical realities on the 
ground.  More in particular, the following questions arise: (i) What are the current trends and the 
impact of development financing on human development? (ii) What is the impact of the MDG 
framework as an international policy tool? (iii) What are the institutional and methodological 
challenges which need to be taken into account when designing the post-2015 framework? (iv) 
What is the potential of a global framework to shape national and local development goals and 
policies? And (v) how can universal concepts and their impact on development be backed by 
evidence-based knowledge? 
 

5. CURRENT TRENDS AND THE IMPACT OF DEVELOPMENT FINANCING ON HUMAN 

DEVELOPMENT 
 

While both Commission communications 21  and Council conclusions 22  highlight the growing 
consensus that poverty eradication and sustainable development are mutually reinforcing and 
that sustainable development should therefore be integrated into a single overarching post-2015 
framework, more empirical findings are still needed to concretely endorse these synergies. This 
observation stems from the wider debate in the epistemic community about the ‘aid 
effectiveness agenda’, i.e. the question to what extent development aid effectively achieves 
economic or human development. 23  Initially instilled in the 2002 Monterrey Consensus on 
Financing for Development24, this agenda gained momentum under the subsequent 2005 Paris 
Declaration on Aid Effectiveness25, the 2008 Accra Agenda for Action26 and the 2011 Busan 
Partnership for Effective Development Co-operation.27 This section briefly outlines the latest 
research findings on the effectiveness of development aid at large.  
 
Regarding the actual impact of foreign aid on development, methodological questions remain 
pertinent in the academic debate, i.e. how should development aid be defined and how can its 
impact be measured. The literature emphasizes a trend towards a critical stance on the 
achievements of foreign aid, aiming to identify ways of improving the impact of foreign aid on 
the ground, by promoting measures of aid coordination, cultivating a sense of aid independence 
and fostering sustainable growth in recipient countries in the long run.28 Notwithstanding the 
surge in critical voices who alert the international community about ‘dead aid’29 and the potential 
negative impacts of Official Development Assistance (ODA) as an impediment to sustainable 

                                                
21

 Supra, n. 9.  
22

 Supra, n. 20.  
23

 E. Solheim, ‘The Future of Aid’, The Guardian, 14 January 2014.  
24

 See Monterrey Consensus, <http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/monterrey/MonterreyConsensus.pdf> (accessed on 
18.6.2014). 
25

 See Paris Declaration, <http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/45827300.pdf> (accessed on 18.6.2014). 
26

 See Accra Agenda, <http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ACCRAEXT/Resources/4700790-1217425866038/AAA-4-
SEPTEMBER-FINAL-16h00.pdf> (accessed on 18.6.2014). 
27

 See Busan Partnership, <http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/49650173.pdf>  (accessed on 18.6.2014). 
28

 A. Sindzingre, Theoretical Criticisms and Policy Optimism: Assessing the Debates on Foreign Aid, Department of 
Development Studies, University of Vienna, Working Paper No. 1, 2012. 
29

 D. Moyo, Dead Aid: Why Aid is Not Working and How There Is a Better Way for Africa, New York, Farrar, Straus 

and Giroux, 2009. 

http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/monterrey/MonterreyConsensus.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/45827300.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ACCRAEXT/Resources/4700790-1217425866038/AAA-4-SEPTEMBER-FINAL-16h00.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ACCRAEXT/Resources/4700790-1217425866038/AAA-4-SEPTEMBER-FINAL-16h00.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/49650173.pdf
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development30, most recent findings still point towards the overall positive effects in the long 
run. Some observers thus confirm that “aid has over the past 40 years stimulated growth, 
promoted structural change, improved social indicators, and reduced poverty”.31 

While the MDGs are seen as overarching goals in framing foreign aid32, it has also been 
highlighted that a multitude of objectives exist on the development scene: “All actors are acting 
in the name of development […] But ‘development’ is understood in many different ways, and 
development cooperation is affected accordingly”. 33  Not surprisingly, recent literature on 
effective development cooperation has focused on the new ‘development architecture’, paying 
attention not only to the importance of coordination between bilateral and multilateral aid flows, 
but, moreover, on the alignment of public and private actors.34 In addition to the importance of 
non-state-actors and civil society actors, the literature also identifies the emerging donors, such 
as China, Brazil and South Korea.35 Moreover, the importance of ODA as a catalyst for national 
development processes is diminishing, as many developing countries are progressively able to 
tap into other resources such as natural resource exploitation, international remittances, and 
improved taxation systems. Further compounding the decline of ODA is the drop in ODA 
commitments since the global financial crisis. Compared to 2010, 2012 figures show a 6% 
decrease in overall ODA by the members of the Development Assistance Committee (DAC), 
indicating not only the largest drop in ODA since 1997, but also the first time ODA has 
decreased in two successive years.36 This stalled financial commitment has now resulted in an 
average ODA expenditure of 0.29% of the DAC’s combined Gross National Income, well below 
the 0.7% target as originally put forward by the 1969 Pearson Commission37, and as later 
endorsed by UN General Assembly Resolution 2626.38 

Evidencing the precariousness of financing for development in the aftermath of the global 
economic downturn, this trend implies a need for development aid to be ‘smart’, ‘effective’, ‘well-
targeted’ and ‘well-coordinated’.39 Or, to put it in the words of the OECD DAC Chair: “the ODA 
concept has served us well, but needs modernisation in a time characterised by the rise of the 
south and of shifting financial flows around the world”.40   

 

 

 

                                                
30

 Y. Tandon, Ending Aid Dependency, Oxford, Fahamu Books & Pambazuka Press, 2008. 
31

 C. Arndt, S. Jones and F. Tarp, ‘Assessing Foreign Aid’s Long Run Contribution to Growth and Development’, 
World Development, forthcoming, 2014. 
32

 C. Gore, ‘The New Development Cooperation Landscape: Actors, approaches, architecture’, 25 Journal of 
International Development, 2013, pp. 769-786.    
33

 Ibid., p. 772. 
34

 JR. W. Temple., ‘Aid and Conditionality’, in D. Rodrik and M. Rosenzweig (eds.), Handbook of Development 
Economics, Vol. 5, Amsterdam, Elsevier, 2008, pp. 4415-4523. 
35

 OECD, ‘Development Co-operation Report – Ending Poverty. Report by Erik Solheim’. Paris, 2013. 
36

 OECD, ‘Aid to poor countries slips further as governments tighten budgets. OECD aid statistics’. Available online, 
<www.oecd.org/dac/stats> (accessed on 18.6.2014). 
37

 OECD, ‘History of the 0.7% ODA Target’. Available online, <http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/45539274.pdf> 
(accessed on 18.6.2014). 
38

 International Development Strategy for the Second United Nations Development Decade, UN General Assembly 
Resolution 2626 (XXV), 24 October 1970, para. 43. 
39

 OECD, supra, n. 35, pp. 141 ff. 
40

 E. Solheim, supra, n. 23. 

http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats
http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/45539274.pdf
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6. IMPACT OF THE MDG FRAMEWORK AS AN INTERNATIONAL POLICY TOOL 
 

Despite the lack of progress on the 0.7% commitment, in absolute numbers the global aid flow 
has increased since the Millennium Declaration was adopted in 200041, indicating a break from 
the stagnant ODA levels of the nineties.42 However, the extent to which the MDGs have been 
instrumental in rallying governments to commit more resources remains unclear. Various 
broader dimensions and specific factors – such as depth-relief to war-torn countries such as 
Iraq - determine the size of ODA flows. This section briefly analyzes the impact of the MDG 
framework in mobilizing resources towards its goals. 
There is little doubt that the MDG concept has been groundbreaking in its ability to capture 
public attention and introduce the issue of global development into mainstream politics. While its 
mobilizing power is generally acknowledged, there is only limited evidence on the causal 
relationship between the MDGs and decisions on resource allocation. Some trends seem to 
indicate at least a degree of positive impact. Most notably, the focus on health (three out of eight 
MDGs are related to health) is in line with a significant increase in donor commitments to the 
health sector.43 More specifically, the amount of resources dedicated by international donors to 
reducing maternal mortality (MDG 5) and reducing child death (MDG 4) has clearly increased. 
To several authors, the ‘booster effect’ of the MDGs in these areas is clear.44 While studies 
analyzing sectoral allocation of ODA confirm a greater focus on MDG priority areas by OECD 
donors, they also underline that this ‘aid shift to social sectors’ could have occurred even in the 
absence of the MDGs.45 In addition, with regard to the impact of MDG 1 on poverty reduction, it 
is unclear whether the MDG framework had any significant impact on ongoing policies and 
commitments. Arguably, the enormous progress achieved by countries such as India and China 
would have occurred with or without the MDGs in place. 
Although a multitude of governments and aid agencies claim that the MDGs are directly or 
indirectly reflected in their spending priorities and policies, such claims require deeper 
assessment to verify attribution. 46  Although the MDGs have been explicitly or implicitly 
integrated in national development or poverty reduction strategies of developing countries, this 
often occurs selectively47 and does not automatically imply stronger mobilization of domestic 
resources in MDG areas. 48  Given these observations, some argue that the MDGs were 
successful in reframing the development discourse, but have only had a limited impact on 
resource mobilization by either donors or by governments of developing countries. 

Assessing the impact of the MDG framework as a policy tool for scaling up global development 
is problematic because the framework was not designed to measure its own impact: the goals 
are defined using baseline data from 1990, not 2000, when the framework came into place. 

                                                
41

 In 2010, net official development assistance (ODA) from OECD donors reached USD 128.7 billion, the highest 
historical level of aid to be recorded. While the 2005 spike in ODA was largely due to exceptional depth relief efforts, 
in 2010 the increase was mainly due to scaling up commitments for bilateral and multilateral cooperation. See also: 
http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/oda-trends.htm and 
http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/developmentaidreachesanhistorichighin2010.htm (accessed on 18.6.2014). 
42

 C. Kenny and A. Sumner, More Money or More Development: What Have the MDGs Achieved?, Center for Global 
Development, Working Paper No. 278, 2011, p. 4.  
43

 R. Manning, ‘The Impact and Design of the MDGs: Some Reflections’, IDS Bulletin, 41, January 2010, pp. 9-10. 
44

 M. Langford, ‘The Art of the Impossible: Measurement Choices and the Post-2015 Development Agenda. 
Background Paper for Governance and human rights: Criteria and measurement proposals for a post-2015 
development agenda’, OHCHR/UNDP Expert Consultation, New York, 13-14 November 2012, p. 10.  
45

 C. Kenny and A. Sumner, supra, n. 42, pp. 4.  
46

 M. Langford, supra, n. 44, pp. 9  
47

 S. Fukuda-Parr, Should Global Goal Setting Continue, and How, in the Post-2015 Era?, DESA Publications, 
Working Paper No. 117, 2012. 
48

 C. Kenny and A. Sumner, supra, n. 42 

http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/oda-trends.htm
http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/developmentaidreachesanhistorichighin2010.htm
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Among various other critiques, experts have rightly pointed out that the measurement methods 
used by the World Bank or UNDP ignore the crucial question of whether progress and 
performance on the MDGs (globally or within a given country) has accelerated since the 
adoption of the framework.49 As noted below, the design of the MDG framework was innovative 
in establishing a global monitoring framework which could be applied to every country, but how 
effective this framework was as an incentive for governments to engage in new efforts remains 
unclear. 
 

7. INSTITUTIONAL AND METHODOLOGICAL CHALLENGES FOR THE POST-2015 FRAMEWORK 
 

The lack of a clear methodology in designing the initial MDG framework, and its final design, 
have been criticized from a number of perspectives. Not surprisingly, the issue of 
‘methodological coherence’50 in formulating a post-2015 framework has come to the foreground. 
This section briefly highlights a number of challenges in this area and should be read as a non-
exhaustive presentation of key issues. It should be noted that, in spite of the many critical 
insights and explorative thinking stemming from the academic world, there is no such thing as a 
‘scientific consensus’ on how a global development framework should be elaborated or 
designed. In many ways, academics are threading on new grounds, just as politicians and 
policy-makers are, in thinking about the effectiveness and impact of global development 
frameworks. In reviewing the academic literature addressing the methodological and institutional 
deficiencies of the MDG framework, a number of key issues can be flagged and are elaborated 
upon below. 
 

a. Advocacy tool and/or monitoring framework: in elaborating a new global 
development agenda, there should be more clarity on the purpose of such a new 
framework. The MDGs were conceived as motivational or advocacy tools to leverage 
increasing aid flows for addressing a set of pertinent universal needs and problems. 
However, the true innovation of the MDG framework was that it elaborated targets and 
indicators to allow for monitoring progress. Although conceived as a ‘motivational device’ 
and not as a measurement tool51, the MDGs have come to dominate debates on global 
development exactly because they introduced a modicum of ‘results-based 
management’52 allowing for a degree of accountability through monitoring. However, as 
a performance measurement instrument, the MDG framework is deficient for several 
reasons, not in the least because it included a strong bias against African countries.53 
Indeed, the MDGs cannot be justified as ‘hard planning goals’.54 The MDGs have thus 
been approached and instrumentalized differently by different actors, to the point where 
they are, in the words of one of its co-creators, ‘misunderstood, misused and 
misappropriated’.55 In order to avoid similar confusion, the primary purpose of a new 
framework would have to be formulated more clearly. It would be necessary to specify if 
a new framework is primarily a tool to accurately monitor progress and performance, or if 

                                                
49

 S. Fukuda-Parr; J. Greenstein and D. Stewart, ‘How Should MDG Success and Failure be Judged: Faster Progress 
or Achieving the Targets?’, 41 World Development, 2013, pp. 19–30. 
50

 S. Fukuda-Parr, supra, n. 47. 
51

 S.Fukuda-Parr et al., supra, n. 49. 
52

 D. Hulme, ‘Lessons from the Making of the MDGs: Human Development Meets Results-Based Management in an 
Unfair World’, IDS Bulletin, 41, January 2010, pp. 15–25. 
53

 W. Easterly, ‘How the Millennium Development Goals are Unfair to Africa’, 37:1 World Development, 2009, pp. 26-
35. 
54

 S. Fukuda-Parr et al. supra, n. 49, p. 29.  
55

 J. Vandemoortele and E. Delamonica, ‘Taking the MDGs beyond 2015: Hasten slowly’, IDS Bulletin, 41:1, January 
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it primarily aims to identify global aspirations and introduce a new set of rallying points 
for advocacy and campaigning.56 This relates closely to the question of whether a new 
framework should be contextualized to reflect national dimensions, or if its scope should 
remain global, which is discussed briefly below. Assuming that both purposes can be 
combined without compromising each other, the question of how a more accurate 
measurement framework can be developed is pertinent. Departing from the well- known 
deficiencies of the MDG design, some key issues for elaborating a new framework can 
further be highlighted.  

 
b. Measuring progress or performance. The MDG framework set targets by projecting 

trends of global progress occurring during the seventies and eighties onto a 1990-2015 
timescale. This implied advancing a ‘global norm’ or a global ‘average progress rate’, 
which individual countries are expected to meet. The UNDP and the World Bank 
progress reports measure if countries are ‘on/off track’ or ‘on/off target’ in complying with 
previous levels of global progress.57  These metrics do not capture ‘performance’ or 
whether countries are achieving accelerated progress over time, and thus do not 
accurately reflect whether governments have effectively stepped up their efforts after 
adopting the Millennium Declaration. Apart from creating a measurement system in 
which some countries were never going to be able to meet the targets (as discussed 
below), in more general terms the metrics currently used do not stimulate or emphasize 
the need for accelerating rates of progress. Apart from setting a number of measurable 
goals, a new framework should define more clearly if ‘progress’ or ‘performance’ should 
be measured, and further specify how progress/performance should be monitored. A 
number of alternative measurement models have already been elaborated which aim to 
better capture actual progress/performance rates.58       

 
c. From global collective goals to national targets. A recurrent critique of the MDGs and 

their measurement has been the inability to account for extremely divergent contexts. 
Reaching the MDG targets was extremely ambitious and ‘implausible’ for many 
countries, while for other countries they were not ambitious enough.59 Applying MDG 
measurement to national contexts has led to questionable and counterintuitive results or 
‘false failures’.60 Notably, the majority of African countries have been reported as lagging 
behind in achieving the MDGs, but in terms of accelerating progress they are in fact 
among the best performing.61 While clearly articulated as global, collective goals, the 
MDGs have been translated and applied to national contexts without taking into account 
differing baselines and the broad set of indigenous factors which might offset progress.62 
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As such, moving from a ‘one size fits all’ framework to a set of future goals and targets 
that can be defined on a regional or national basis has come to the fore as a key issue. 
Rather than calculating country-specific indicators trough a purely technocratic process, 
several authors indicate that a post-2015 framework would provide a platform for 
dynamic national goal setting processes, whereby national governments, as well as civil 
society organizations and other stakeholders would be engaged in a highly participatory 
process.63 Such post-2015 framework which coordinates national and global goal setting 
would be instrumental in fostering national or local ownership of development goals, and 
importantly, could lead to enhanced ‘feedback loops’ between citizens and 
governments.64 Such an approach would effectively introduce the question ‘governance’ 
in the post-2015 framework, even if the national goal setting processes would be 
concentrated on defining national benchmarks for global norms which on themselves do 
not address governance or human rights issues.  

 
d. Preventing Reductionism. While the MDGs have been decisive in pushing forward 

results-based management of development efforts, a number of challenges inherent to 
this approach have been highlighted. In first instance, breaking down the concept of 
‘development’ in eight goals to be measured through a set of 18 targets and 48 
indicators has been criticized for presenting a highly reductionist understanding of 
development. In addition, establishing separate goals with corresponding indicators 
obscures the clear interlinked nature of many development issues, and promotes the 
establishment of self-standing policy ‘silos’ rather than comprehensive development 
strategies.65 These observations have led a range of authors to call for expanding the 
MDG framework to capture various other key areas essential for development, while 
also addressing in a substantive manner the inter-linkages between the various goals.  
 

e. The risks of indicator-based management. There is a general consensus that 
expanding, adjusting and refining the goals, targets and indicators will provide a more 
robust and evidence-based framework for global development. This vision includes 
greater investments in data gathering at several governance levels, a so-called ‘data 
revolution’ as formulated in the HLP Report.66 However, various findings indicate that a 
strong focus on indicator-based policies and governance might not necessarily lead to 
effective development interventions. Various authors have described the unintended 
consequences of target and indicators usage in policy formulation. For example, a 
strong focus on targets may result in development policies focused on ‘quick fixes’, 
rather than long term, structural solutions.67 Moreover, given their reductionist nature, 
target and indicator frameworks will necessarily obscure or marginalize core aspects of a 
development issue and could potentially have adverse effects on developing more 
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complex normative and conceptual understandings of development.68 Although there is 
a general agreement on the instrumental value of a targets- and indicators-based 
development framework, it is also clear that more qualitative assessments of progress 
will be needed to place goals, targets and indicators into context and pinpoint potential 
distortions of quantitative measuring methods. It is in this process that academic 
research plays a crucial role in developing an evidence-based body of knowledge which 
complements the measurement of goals, targets and indicators at either global or 
national levels.    

 

8. THE POTENTIAL OF A GLOBAL FRAMEWORK TO SHAPE NATIONAL AND LOCAL 

DEVELOPMENT GOALS AND POLICIES 
 
The mismatch between setting out global goals and requiring them to be implemented in a local 
context has become a major source of concern in the academic community.69  It is widely 
recognized that the MDG framework ‘underestimates the difficulties posed by the social and 
political context for implementation on the ground’70 and that the reliance on aggregate goals 
has ‘masked and in some cases [even] increased systemic inequality’.71 As noted above, there 
is little evidence which suggests that the MDG framework has been successful in mobilizing 
domestic resources within developing countries. Given that any set of the goals towards 
eradicating poverty or ensuring sustainable development will ultimately depend on the capacity 
of those fulfilling their responsibilities and voicing their demands, there is an emerging 
consensus that a new framework will need to actively involve local and national actors within 
developing contexts.  
 
How to engage the principle of ‘ownership’, a pillar of the Aid Effectiveness Agenda, is a key 
concern which the initial design of the MDGs largely neglected. The question of ownership 
permeates both the process of designing a new framework as well as its implementation. As 
proposed in the HLP Report and advanced by several authors, the process of translating global 
goals into national policies and targets would require an inclusive approach whereby national 
governments and other national stakeholders formulate and negotiate targets, indicators and 
other key issues.72 However, there is a large body of literature which highlights the difficulties 
and failures of achieving genuine participatory processes in the context of formulating Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Papers. 73  Using a new global framework as a platform to reinvigorate 
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inclusive national dialogues and partnerships also has the potential to enhance monitoring and 
accountability at the national level, a key element in proposals which develop a human rights-
based perspective on the post-2015 initiative.74 In light of the persistent lack of reliable empirical 
evidence of context-specific dynamics on the ground, it is felt that civil society participation 
would also strengthen the methodological underpinnings prior to, during and after the 
implementation of the post-2015 goals.75  

In addition to the question of addressing national ownership and participation, the notion of 
‘localizing the MDGs’ has been an often neglected issue, although evidence suggests that 
‘where substantive progress is being made on most of the MDGs, it is more likely to be because 
local governments are doing their job than because of specially designed national campaigns or 
policies’.76 

Considering the lack of human, social and financial capital available to most local actors, 
however, it is worrisome to note that practical considerations about their involvement have 
largely been absent from the latest contributions to the post-2015 architecture. Although the 
Rio+20 Summit, the 2011 Busan Declaration and the HLP Report have all voiced an awareness 
of their role, a recent study forewarned that ‘if the UN system and the official aid agencies and 
development banks so routinely fail to support the contributions of local governments, and even 
to acknowledge them as stakeholders, repeatedly using language that renders them invisible, it 
is not surprising that national governments might also fail to take them seriously as players in 
the MDGs scenario’. 77  Indeed, most recent initiatives seem to merely introduce locally 
applicable sub-goals to the core universal goals78, thereby replicating the alienating design of 
the MDGs and hampering concrete suggestions as to how to explicitly recognize and actively 
involve local actors.  

To this end, Awortwi presents a compelling argument for the integration of decentralization and 
local government strategies (DLGs) in the post-2015 framework, while supporting local capacity-
building efforts.79 Drawing on (i) the principle of subsidiarity, (ii) evidence of a strong correlation 
between the level of decentralization and progress towards achieving the MDGs, (iii) the 
principle of local governance as an expression of democratic governance, (iv) evidence of cost-
effective and efficient service delivery in a local context, (v) the promotion of local economic 
development and (vi) the fostering of a social contract between government and citizens, DLGs 
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are thus considered to be ‘strategic enablers’ for tackling cross-cutting issues and achieving 
globally defined goals. 80  Reiterating the importance of context-specific empirical findings, 
however, any comprehensive reflection on the post-2015 architecture would benefit from more 
evidence-based knowledge in this regard. 
 

9. HOW CAN UNIVERSAL CONCEPTS AND THEIR IMPACT ON DEVELOPMENT BE BACKED BY 

EVIDENCE-BASED KNOWLEDGE? 
 
Universal concepts, norms and principles, as espoused throughout the EU’s development 
policies in particular, have an impact on both economic and human development. Several 
scholars have produced evidence-based knowledge demonstrating the inter-linkages between 
economic and human development on the one hand, and ‘sustainable development’, 
‘governance and the rule of law’, ‘human rights’, ‘human security’ and ‘food security’ on the 
other. 
 

a. Sustainable development is often seen as actively contributing to growth, the 
creation of jobs and the eradication of poverty. 81  At the same time it remains a 
‘container concept’ covering a lot of ground without being very specific. However, the 
literature has indeed pointed towards a link between sustainable development and 
productivity, innovation and new markets82 and thereby especially advocates ‘a green 
growth strategy’.83 To implement this strategy reforms in production technologies are 
considered to be essential.84 Moreover, it has been claimed that green growth needs 
to be centre-staged in development cooperation, also by highlighting the necessity for 
further international coordination to this end.85 Recently, the OECD has mentioned 
Brazil, Costa Rica and Ethiopia as positive examples of balancing poverty and 
sustainable development. 86  In all three cases, efforts to eradicate poverty and 
increase greater equality are reported to be paired with attempts at introducing 
sustainable development, e.g. by promoting efforts to combat deforestation, to cut 
greenhouse gas emissions and to introduce ecosystem service payments.87 However, 
recent literature also points to the fact that reforms related to ‘green growth’, including 
their short-term costs, can be perceived as being ‘inconsistent with natural 
comparative advantages’ in some domestic contexts, leading to resistance to 
implement the green growth strategy. 88  This has been reported on the basis of 
empirical findings in Malawi, Mozambique and South Africa.89 Regarding the overall 
impact of green growth technology transformations on labour markets, the latest 
UNIDO report concludes: “Evaluations of the impact of green technology on 
employment are rare. One that used model simulation and scenario analysis 
estimated the impact of a “green investment” scenario on industry. Assuming that 
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3  percent of total additional green investment was allocated to improving the 
efficiency of industrial energy, it estimated that 109 million jobs would be created by 
2050, or 15 percent more than in the business-as-usual base-line scenario”.90 While 
green growth and environmental concerns were absent from the initial MDG 
framework, several calls were made to integrate sustainability in the post-2015 
framework. However, one of the questions will be how to ensure complementarity 
between a post-2015 framework formulation of SDGs as initiated at the Rio+20 
Summit, and global climate dialogues.  

 
b. Governance and rule of law are seen by a robust academic consensus as directly 

affecting development. The notion that ‘governance matters’ is now also mainstream 
in more practice-oriented thinking about development processes. Indeed, the UN is 
supporting the transformation of states and societies towards ‘good governance’, 
which not only involves characteristics of democratic, transparent and effective policy-
making, but also adherence to the rule of law. Studies have highlighted that “the 
relationship between democracy and economic growth is complex […], but that there 
is little doubt that ‘good governance’ and liberal democracy are not easily 
separated.” 91  Moreover, they find that “institutions matter” and that democracy 
matters for economic growth (and development).92 Following these thoughts, Siegle, 
Weinstein and Halperin have argued – based on historical evidence – that it is not 
economic development which spurs democracies, but that the direction of causality 
occurs the other way around.93 Furthermore, the rule of law is seen as improving the 
socio-economic conditions of the poor.94 At the same time, challenges are seen in 
market liberalization which has failed to address ‘social inequities’: “The challenge is 
to ensure that opportunities for, and benefits of, prosperity are equitably enjoyed, and 
that the least advantaged are able to share them.”95 As such, the question of the 
‘legal empowerment’ of the poor, including access to justice, gender equality, property 
rights and legal advocacy networks are central for development.96 Moreover, drawing 
conclusions from a vast literature review, and focusing on the link between corruption 
and the rule of law, Haggard and Tiede argue that in order to foster development the 
rule of law is not only about ‘preventing government predation’, but that it also needs 
to foresee ‘limitations on private power’, especially in view of mechanisms that are 
supposed to prevent public corruption (which involves both public and private 
actors). 97  Moreover, Haggard and Tiede highlight that “in many developing 
countries—the so-called failed states—it is the weakness of the government and the 
inability to provide law and order in the most basic sense that constitute the most 
profound barrier to growth.”98  Although strengthening the rule of law has been a 
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priority on the development agenda for some time, the track record of ‘rule of law 
programmes’ in development cooperation is mixed. 99  As with other governance-
oriented goals, accurately assessing or measuring the impact of such interventions is 
notoriously difficult. Nonetheless, a number of indicator sets have been developed to 
measure performance in terms of upholding the rule of law, including the Cingranelli 
and Richards Human Rights Data Project (CIRI) and the American Bar Association 
Rule of Law Initiative (ABA), which may potentially feed into a post-2015 goal on the 
rule of law, as proposed by the HLP Report. 

 
c. Human rights and development share a common emphasis on issues of poverty, 

discrimination and injustice, both aiming to spur “new worlds that are more 
prosperous, more humanly fulfilling, and more just”.100 The respect and enforcement 
of human rights is a condition for human development, while development also leads 
to the demand for fundamental, economic and political rights.101 The importance of 
integrating human rights into development frameworks has been highlighted in the 
literature.102 The MDGs have been recognized as being crucial to the empowerment 
of human rights.103 While traditional bilateral donors have integrated human rights into 
their development agendas, the literature also observes the emergence of new 
donors on the international development scene, such as China 104 , and a 
diversification in approach towards the human rights-development nexus. Although 
the MDGs are no self-standing rights but set out targets in international 
development105 , it is argued that they have nevertheless paved the way for the 
enforcement of human rights. Indeed, cases like Mexico have been highlighted in 
which human rights lead to more citizens’ entitlements, e.g. in the health sector.106 
However, the actual impact of the MDGs on human rights has been deemed to be a 
mixed success: “Despite increasing recognition of the theoretical and operational links 
between human rights and the Goals, in many ways the full potential of the rights-
based approach, as set out in Claiming the Millennium Development Goals, has yet to 
be fully explored at the country level. There are many reasons for this, including the 
historical separation of human rights and development constituencies and practice, 
and continuing tensions between economic growth and human rights in strategies to 
achieve the Goals”. 107  Recognizing the need for human rights agendas in 
(multilateral) development cooperation, as reaffirmed by the recent ‘Council 
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Conclusions on EU priorities at the UN Human Rights Fora’,108  further emphasis 
needs to be put on the empowerment of human rights, e.g. by highlighting human 
rights as post-2015 goals in themselves. Contributions to the debate have been put 
forward by the OHCHR, which has highlighted various mechanisms which can be 
integrated in the post 2015 agenda to operationalize the concept of human rights 
accountability. 109  Departing from this argument, certain authors have suggested 
establishing a new global review mechanism which would monitor post-2015 
commitments based on international human rights standards, and provide an 
independent review of civil society participation.110 

 
d. Security and development are intrinsically linked and this implies that problems 

within both fields cannot always be solved independently.111 Broadening the definition 
of security from ‘security of states’ to the ‘security of human beings’ 112 , recent 
research emphasizes that ‘economic and social development is recognized as one 
factor strengthening security, whereas, from a development perspective, security may 
also increase the chances for development’. 113  However, it remains important to 
understand how security is framed: is it framed as peace or as the absence of 
violence? In fact, it has been argued that peace remains difficult to be measured, 
whereas ‘violence, including conflict’ is actually quite easily measurable.114 Statistics 
of the University of Upsala Conflict Encyclopedia, which uses a broad definition of 
violence in conflict, focusing on ‘wars’, ‘non-sate conflicts’ and ‘one-side conflicts’, 
show a clear correlation between countries which are less and least-developed, and 
their involvement in conflicts.115 However, the evaluation of the successful provisions 
of security, i.e. by means of a security sector reform which ensures both economic 
and human development, often needs to be studied on a case-by-case basis. Insights 
can be taken from various case studies on the EU’s engagement in Africa, e.g. 
Guinea-Bissau.116 In general, case-by-case research demonstrates a clear correlation 
between security and development.117 Moreover, the inclusion of security goals in the 
post-2015 framework is supported by the literature.118 Overall, three alternatives could 
be foreseen for the post-2015 agenda: “The goal could be framed positively — for 
example, that a majority of the world’s population should live in peace — or 
negatively, so that the goal is reduction of conflict or violence.”119 However, in line 
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with what has been mentioned above, peace can also be seen as “an enabling 
condition rather than a dimension of development, and should thus be included 
separately in a section on enabling conditions rather than as a goal.”120 Finally, a goal 
could bring together ‘peace, security, governance and justice’, focusing on the links of 
each of these dimensions and outcomes in terms of ‘governance’.121  

 
e. Food security and sustainable food supplies are crucial aspects of 

development.122 In fact, it has been highlighted that food security is dependent on 
food supply123  and that food supply impacts upon education, health, productivity, 
income, social participation and empowerment. 124  Considering the current 
achievements, Haddad and Corbett state that “at a global level, we are almost on 
track to halve 1990 underweight rates (25 per cent) by 2015”.125 Positive examples 
are taken from Ethiopia, where a Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP) was 
launched in 2005.126 UNDP refers to a positive correlation between the programme 
and income growth and food security. Against the backdrop of such positive 
examples, it is however argued that food security and food supplies depend on a 
variety of factors which need to be taken into account when aiming for food security 
improvement. For example, it is now evident that food security (and food production) 
depends on environmental sustainability. Challenges of climate change and terrestrial 
ecosystems and water shortages impact directly on food chains. 127  Quite 
paradoxically indeed, the current food production is seen as one of the key factors 
impacting negatively on environmental sustainability.128 Overall, despite considerable 
achievements in the field, scholars note that “many key nutrition challenges remain. 
The effort to address them needs to be supported by a post-2015 framework”.129 The 
post-2015 framework is thus seen as important in contributing to ongoing challenges, 
such as high stunting rates in sub-Saharan Africa, high rates of wasting, poor nutrition 
of women in reproductive age and obesity in low and middle-income countries. 
Moreover, the authors argue that further work needs to be done regarding the 
improvement of monitoring nutrition. 130  Regarding food security in the post-2015 
framework, mechanisms are requested to prevent states from taking action for food 
supply which are not in line with those of other states and international 
organizations.131 
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10. CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 
This paper focused on a number of questions regarding the international (sustainable) 
development agenda after the expiration of the current MDGs. While not exhaustive in nature, it 
aimed to provide some insights into important research findings, and link these to the current 
debate which are bound to shape the final negotiations on the post-2015 agenda. In addition to 
presenting several institutional and methodological challenges, it highlighted the importance of 
engraining universal concepts into the post-2015 debate, such as sustainable development, 
governance and rule of law, human rights, security and development, and food security – all of 
which feature prominently in the EU’s vision on and approach towards development. Drawing on 
these findings, it is clear that the EU and its Member States will play a vital role in galvanizing a 
renewed collective commitment around the world to tackle the increasingly complex realm of 
development cooperation. With the experience of the MDGs almost behind us, it is also clear 
that the academic world will have a key role to play in addressing, investigating and scrutinizing 
the efforts and commitments of the EU, its Member States, and all other countries and 
stakeholders involved in shaping the global development agenda.  
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