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Abstract  

 

This report contributes to the evidence base on how European local governments operationalize the Leave No 
One Behind (LNOB) principle in their Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) strategies. This is done considering 
how 24 local governments have been addressing vulnerable groups between 2015 and 2022. Local policies 
targeting vulnerable groups, their monitoring and budgeting are assessed against criteria designed referring to 
up to date LNOB literature developed by practitioners, institutions, and academia.  

Among the main findings:  

• most local governments have embedded the LNOB principle in their Local 2030 strategy, although SDG 
targets are scarcely addressed and some vulnerable groups are scarcely included even if local 
governments are actually implementing policy targeting them;  

• engaging in SDGs has boosted breaking silo-approaches in designing policies for vulnerable groups, 
which in turn helps developing services addressing vulnerable groups in their multi-dimensional 
deprivation; 

• quantitative monitoring is largely adopted but monitoring platforms are still rare; some local 
governments are engaged in measuring multi-dimensional deprivation as well as deprivation relative 
to the local context, as recommended by researchers on left-behind groups. Only few local 
governments have adopted measures for the “worst off and not the badly off”, while many still rely 
on indicators based on averages that do not allow to focus on the most vulnerable groups in a 
community; 

• local governments are also progressing towards SDG budgeting. Given that the complexity of SDG 
budgeting was seen as a relevant limiting factor for its implementation, having a growing number of 
local governments engaged represents a positive trends as well as a source for best practices that can 
stimulate additional engagement 
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Executive summary 

How is the “leaving no one behind” approached at local level? This report provides insights on the local 
operationalization of the “Leave No One Behind” (LNOB) principle considering 24 European local governments 
engaged with SDGs.  

The SDGs framework adopted by United Nations member states aims at stimulating institutions to contribute 
to sustainable development having the reduction of inequalities and vulnerabilities as paramount guideline. This 
point is stated through the LNOB principle. The LNOB principle also shows the strong link between SDGs and 
human rights. 

Research, institutions and practitioners widely acknowledge that SDGs and LNOB cannot be effectively pursued 
without the involvement of local governments. Local governments are responsible for a wide array of policies 
pertaining to vulnerable groups, such as welfare and local development. Also, local governments are the nearest 
institutions to people, a feature that allows for comprehensive understanding of vulnerabilities also by directly 
involving vulnerable groups in the assessment of needs.  

In Europe, local governments are growingly engaged in designing and implementing local SDG strategies. While 
research on the local operationalization of SDGs is flourishing, little is still known on how the LNOB principle is 
addressed within this local operationalization. 

This report provides evidence on how local governments address the LNOB principle through an explorative 
comparative evaluation across 24 European local governments. Local SDG documents and local policies 
targeting vulnerable groups are assessed against a set of evaluation criteria based on research by academics 
and practitioners on the LNOB principle. Evaluation considers SDG strategy design and budgeting and the local 
monitoring of the SDGs.  

Results highlight high level of acknowledgment of the LNOB principle. The focus on vulnerable groups in 
the local operationalization of SDGs is widely implemented, together with quantitative monitoring of vulnerable 
groups in the progress towards SDGs. Vulnerable groups are generally considered through a multi-dimensional 
lens, showing that local SDGs policy-design recognizes deprivation as a multi-faceted issue where 
various elements must be considered and addressed for effective improvement. Further, some local 
governments are developing new context-specific vulnerability indicators exploiting the sizeable 
amount of data available at the local level. This enables them to account for the local social fabric and the local 
barriers. Notably, the report also shows that a growing number of local governments is engaging with 
some form of SDG budgeting related to the LNOB principle, thus reinforcing the alignment between the 
overall institutional activity and the LNOB principle.  

The report also contributes to shed some light on existing shortcomings in the local operationalization of the 
LNOB principle. The SDGs are broad goals, hence they are complemented with targets to improve their 
actionability. Addressing the SDG targets seems not to fit with several local contexts. In some cases, 
this has translated in local strategies addressing only the broad SDG level. In other cases, local governments 
have designed context-specific sub-targets, so to link each broad SDG to more refined set of targets that 
can be monitored. Operationalizing the LNOB principle would greatly benefit from the direct involvement of 
vulnerable groups in policy design and monitoring. This is currently rarely pursued across the local governments 
addressed in this report, with some relevant exceptions which are described as best-practice. Also, quantitative 
monitoring of vulnerable groups at the local level is largely implemented, although largely done with 
metrics that are not effective in measuring progress of the worst-off.  

In analysing existing opportunities and barriers to the operationalization of the LNOB principle, this report has 
considered the perspective of local governments through a dedicated survey which highlights the importance 
of multi-level institutional engagements as well as the need to further strengthen cross-departmental 
policy-design within the local governments. Survey results also suggest that measuring vulnerable groups 
would greatly benefit from thoroughly accounting for those worst-off, since relying on average metrics 
might convey a biased perspective of progress while some segments of the society are not properly accounted 
for.   

Finally, the report advances a set of recommendations based on the collected evidence and the review on 
effective approaches to operationalize the LNOB principle developed by researchers and local governments.  
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Related and future JRC work 

The URBAN2030-II project aims to foster the achievement of SDGs in European cities and regions by offering 
an inspirational framework for the design and implementation of SDG Voluntary Local Reviews. These activities 
allow cities to make the best use of knowledge, networking and learning from the process to localise the 2030 
Agenda.  

In particular, the insights provided by this work can support cities in improving the way they deal with vulnerable 
groups and operationalise the “Leave no one behind principle” which is at the core of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. 
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Introduction  

The analysis contributes to the build-up of an evidence base of how European local governments address and 
operationalize social sustainability in the pursuit of the Local 2030 Agenda. In particular, the focus is on how 
local governments target and follow up the “Leave No One Behind” (LNOB hereafter) principle, a core element 
of the 2030-strategy policy framework. The investigation is done through case-study analysis on a panel of 24 
European cities designed to account for: different degree of urbanization, different stages in Local 2030 Agenda 
implementation and variety of monitoring and budgeting approaches. 

This analysis contributes to: 

— reviewing the literature on the operationalization of the LNOB principle;  

— broaden the evidence-base assessment of local SDG policies, by (i) targeting a panel of European cities 
that have committed to achieve SDGs and by (ii) focusing on the specific commitment of pursuing 
inclusiveness of marginalized and vulnerable groups; 

— identify existing challenges in the design and implementation of local policies targeting marginalized and 
vulnerable groups (e.g., measurement issues, invisibility, multi-dimensional vulnerability); 

— develop an assessment framework in which cities can benchmark themselves on their advancement in the 
SDG process in relation to LNOB (adoption of SDG strategy, preparation of VLR, actions to allow monitoring 
and accountability, consistency of budget documentation); 

— present primary evidence from surveys and interviews with civil servants engaged with local 
operationalization of SDGs about opportunities and challenges encountered in the process;  

— develop recommendations to better address existing challenges and limitations also referring to best 
practices evaluated in the report. 

The report is organized as follows. The introduction presents the aim of the work which is providing an 
assessment of the operationalization of the Leave No One Behind principle (LNOB) by local governments. 
Chapter 1 defines the LNOB within the SDG framework, by reviewing relevant literature and policy documents. 
The chapter also presents an up-to-date account of suggestions and recommendations about the 
operationalization of the LNOB principle from academia, institutions and practitioners with a specific focus on 
the municipal scale. Then, the chapter exploits these suggestions and recommendations to develop the set of 
criteria for classifying local governments against their operationalization of the LNOB principle.  

Chapter 2 describes the criteria used for the selection of local governments for the case-study analysis and 
presents the selected municipalities. Chapter 3 details the methodology used for the assessment of the local 
governments regarding their local operationalization of the LNOB principle.  

Then, Chapter 4 presents the results of the analysis, starting from a preliminary overview of the current situation 
of the selected local governments regarding: their stage of adoption of SDG strategy, the degree of urbanization 
(cities, towns and suburbs and rural areas), country of belonging, their involvement in networks working with 
SDGs, structural characteristics of the council (total budget and total number of employees), the different ways 
in which national Governments are engaging local governments in the fulfilment of SDGs (strong involvement 
of local governments also in the national strategies towards SDGs vs scarce or zero involvement). The Chapter 
then presents specific analysis on the local operationalization of the LNOB principle. Local governments are 
analysed on the operationalization of the LNOB principle in their policy documents, monitoring process and 
budget strategy. Further insights are provided by sub-setting local governments according to relevant 
dimensions: their stage of implementation of SDG strategy and country of belonging. 

Chapter 5 focuses on opportunities and challenges faced by local governments in the local operationalization 
of the LNOB principle by presenting and discussing novel primary evidence collected through an ad-hoc survey. 
Finally, Chapter 6 concludes and details recommendations.  
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1 Relevance and background 
"As we embark on this great collective journey, we pledge that no one will be left behind. Recognizing 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" (United Nations, 
2015). This is the Leave No One Behind principle which guides the SDG framework. The LNOB principle states 
that individual dignity is both fundamental and multi-dimensional and that the SDGs should be met for all 
segments of society in every context. 

The role of the LNOB principle within the SDG framework is crucial, also due to the need to amend a relevant 
limitation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (Klasen and Fleurbaey, 2019; Stuart and Samman, 
2017). The MDGs framework measured progress towards inclusive and sustainable development by looking at 
trends on the average values for the selected goals which included poverty, gender discrimination, child 
mortality, educational, health and food deprivation. Because of the focus on averages, a country could progress 
on poverty reduction whenever people just below the poverty line moved above the threshold, while the poorest 
ones did not experience any improvement (Bárcena-Martín, García-Pardo, and Pérez-Moreno, 2021). This led to 
a failure in accounting for existing inequalities among vulnerable groups. By stressing to put the “furthest behind 
first” (United Nations, 2015), the LNOB principle states the need to overcome this shortcoming by going beyond 
measures of averages to reach inclusive and sustainable development.  

Also, the LNOB principle highlights the strong link between inclusive and sustainable development and human 
rights (EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2019). The UN 2030 Agenda builds on the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights and it pursues the achievement of human rights standards (United Nations, 2015). Therefore, 
progress towards the SDGs and the LNOB principle entails a strong focus on human rights standards (Winkler 
and Williams, 2017). 

Importantly, the centrality assigned to the LNOB principle is not complemented with a strict definition of left 
behind people. This flexibility is inherent to overall SDG framework. In fact, this framework aims at enabling 
every institution, from the country to the local level, to implement strategies that best suit each specific context. 
Clearly this flexibility also applies to left-behind groups, that can be present (or not) at different scales 
depending on the context. Further, flexibility in the definition of left-behind group is also inherent in the 
difficulties in measuring these groups. For instance, strict boundaries in the definition of left-behind groups 
could impose capability barriers to those local governments which lack the internal resources to address 
extensive menus of multifaceted measures targeting deprivation. Hence, a unique identification of left-behind 
people is not viable for this heterogeneous global audience, since the furthest behind are not the same 
everywhere (Klasen and Fleurbaey, 2019; Calderon, 2021).  

At the same time, the lack of a clear definition of left-behind groups challenges the practical operationalization 
of the LNOB principle. This awareness is growing with the advancement of the actual SDG implementation. 

The most prominent challenge is the identification of who is left behind. Some SDG documents identify a 
preliminary list of left-behind groups: children, youth, people with disabilities, people with HIV/AIDS, people from 
ethnic minorities, older people, refugees, internally displaced persons, migrants, women, people in low-income 
poverty (Stuart and Samman, 2017). The UN Statistical Commission highlights the importance of disaggregating 
SDG indicators by sex, age, ethnicity, race, disability, migratory status, geographic locations (UN Statistical 
Commission, 2016). However, there are no uniform guidelines on how to measure the size and significance of 
these left-behind groups. Clearly, setting the boundaries on who must be counted as belonging to a left-behind 
group entails a political choice, with substantial implications on policy design, because these boundaries 
determine whether a left behind group is acknowledged or not and which weight is assigned in each context.  

At present, each institution is free to set its own boundaries, hence there is total autonomy in acknowledging 
the existence and the relevance of each left-behind group. Researchers recognize this vacuum as a potential 
threat for an effective implementation of the LNOB principle (Klasen and Fleurbaey, 2019; Stuart and Samman, 
2017; Bárcena-Martín, García-Pardo, and Pérez-Moreno, 2021). Also, this autonomy implies a broad variety of 
approaches to the identification of left-behind groups (Sarwar and Nicolai, 2018). 

This aspect becomes particularly relevant in the local operationalization of the LNOB principle. The sizeable 
number of existing local governments implies a potential huge range of different approaches to the LNOB 
operationalization. A contribution to this operationalization challenge comes from the growing research 
investigating what works and what does not in terms of LNOB related policy design, indicators and review 
process. The results from this body of work can be grouped in two practical suggestions. 
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1. Disentangling absolute and relative deprivation. Different operationalization methods are 
needed between places where most people have attained minimum living standards and places that 
are not there yet (Klasen and Fleurbaey, 2019; Calderon, 2021). For the European context, where most 
people are above the minimum living standards, operationalizing the LNOB principle should include a 
focus on people that are left behind relative to context-specific standards. This approach complements 
measuring people that live in absolute deprivations, so to design a LNOB operationalization capable of 
accounting for both absolute and context-specific left-behind (Klasen and Fleurbaey, 2019).  

2. Multi-dimensional deprivation. The second suggestion is to measure deprivation by going beyond 
the single focus on income deprivation. Some works support the inclusion of measures for education, 
health and nutrition deprivation (Stuart and Samman, 2017; Zamora et al., 2018). This point clearly 
aligns with the SDG framework, which assigns a central role to equality in education (SDG4), health 
(SDG3) and nutrition (SGS2) (UNECE, 2020). Other researchers encourage the inclusion of measures 
for deprivation regarding environmental issues (SDG 7) and urban development (SDG 11) (Sachs et al., 
2019). This point is corroborated by looking at the recent social unrest against energy strategies and 
gentrification in some European countries. This observed turmoil highlights that SGDs 7 and 13 can 
only be pursued if their strategies consider that the impacts of green transition and urban regeneration 
change significantly across social groups, with some groups experiencing displacement and deprivation 
(Sachs et al., 2019). Deprivation is also caused by unequal opportunities, which are the societal problem 
addressed by SDG 10.3 and which should be included in the multi-dimensional account of deprivation 
(Savic and Wang, 2020). Multi-dimensional deprivation should also include groups that are at high risk 
of deprivation and discrimination due to their gender identity and sexual orientation, two features that 
are not explicitly acknowledged in the SDG framework (Mills, 2015; Vandeskog, Heggen, and 
Engebretsen, 2021).  

Overall, this second suggestion aligns to the recent literature on multidimensional deprivation in 
Europe, which provides evidence showing that non-negligible shares of individuals are plagued by 
deprivation in education, health, material standard of living, environment, housing and work (Calderon, 
2021).  

The multi-dimensionality of deprivation is crucial for the local level, since local governments targets 
these different dimensions through their core policies and services (welfare, education, housing) 
(Tosics, 2015; Breeze et al., 2013). Therefore, the local operationalization of the LNOB should 
pursue the multi-dimensional assessment of left-behind groups, including measures for 
income, education, health, housing, nutrition, discrimination. Research on the operationalization 
of LNOB principle is both new and ongoing. As the number of institutions engaged with SDGs grows, 
the resulting strategies feed the evidence which allows to highlight and investigate the measurement 
strategies adopted. For the scope of this report, it is important to provide pertaining basis to 
operationalize the LNOB principle.  

The two points detailed above pertain normative recommendations on LNOB operationalization. They are 
complemented with two cross-cutting suggestions of (i) overcoming the “average curse” in measuring 
left-behind groups favouring multidimensional assessment and (ii) involving vulnerable groups in 
SDG strategy design and monitoring.  

 

Overcoming the “average curse” in measuring left-behind groups.  

The first cross-cutting suggestion proposes new measures for left behind groups capable of accounting for 
substantial differences among the poor. The common threads of these new indexes is that the effective 
operationalization of LNOB principle should “give priority to the worst off and not the badly off” (Bárcena-Martín, 
García-Pardo, and Pérez-Moreno, 2021).  

Within the approaches to overcome the “average curse”, Savic et al. (2020) identify a set of “opportunities”, 
such as availability of higher education institutions, mental health support and housing affordability, which 
enable people development. Then, existing barriers which could limit the full access to these opportunities for 
specific groups should be mapped. Barriers are conditions that the individuals have little control over, but that 
could be addressed through policy initiatives. A barrier could be religion, which might prevent individuals to 
access mental health support (Lukachko, Myer, and Hankerson, 2015; Planey et al., 2019; Caplan, 2019). Another 
barrier could be community bias, preventing women to access higher education. Also, physical disability is a 
barrier for housing adequacy. Once mapped, these barriers are used to identify social groups. The size of the 
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left behind groups is given by the gap among groups in access to the opportunities. This approach extends to 
all the dimensions of deprivation. 

The Conference of European Statisticians Task Force has developed a methodological framework to measure 
those vulnerable groups that are extremely hard to identify with respect to the European context, such as 
homeless people, seasonal labour migrants, people with a rare illness (UNECE, 2020). This framework is 
particularly relevant in terms of LNOB principle, as it enables to count population groups that generally are not 
captured by standard statistical sampling because they are difficult to detect and/or rare in counts (1) (i.e. 
homeless people, undocumented migrants, people living in institutional households, people with a rare illness). 
This methodology also contributes to consolidate European harmonization in the disaggregation of poverty 
indicators. Indicators such as income in-kind are introduced as proxy measures that substitute standard 
measure of monthly income that could not apply to homeless and undocumented migrants. Also, it is suggested 
to design ad-hoc survey involving local stakeholders and representatives of hard to identify groups to overcome 
prejudices and safety concerns (UNECE, 2020). 

The P20 Initiative (Randel, 2017) proposes to operationalize the LNOB principle by looking at trends in multi-
dimensional deprivation for the most deprived 20% of a society. This 20% includes everyone in extreme 
deprivation, those people vulnerable to slipping back into deprivation and many of the people most likely to be 
denied opportunity or to be discriminated. The P20 Initiative aims at improving the World Bank-OECD P40 
approach, which targets the most deprived 40% of a society. As 40% of society is likely to be a quite 
heterogeneous group, focusing on a narrower segment appears more effective to have a proper understanding 
of multi-dimensional deprivation (Randel, 2017) 

Lekobane (2021) advances the importance of going beyond measurement at household level to reach the 
individual level. This suggestion draws on established evidence showing that individuals in the same household 
may have different living arrangements and that it is possible to have intrahousehold inequalities in resource 
allocation. The latter aspect is particularly relevant for women, who can be discriminated in terms of wealth 
accumulation and domestic work (Duflo, 2012; Giuliano, 2020).  

Garcia-Pardo et al (2021) focus on individual in designing a multi-dimensional measure of deprivation, too. 
Their indicator starts by considering the society’s highest values for each dimension (income, housing, education, 
…) which constitute the reference point. Then, individual measure for being left-behind is given by the sum of 
her/his gaps from all people better positioned than her/him in every considered dimension (García-Pardo, 
Bárcena-Martín, and Pérez-Moreno, 2021). 

Involving vulnerable groups in SDG strategy design and monitoring. 

The second cross-cutting suggestion pertain involving vulnerable groups in SDG strategy design and monitoring. 
Vulnerable and marginalized groups are still only marginally involved in SDG strategy design (Long et al., 2019), 
determining a reduced accountability for the effectiveness of each strategy in operationalizing the LNOB 
principle. To this respect, SDG strategy should include a description on how institutions are identifying left behind 
groups and which actions are adopted to include them in the process (Sarwar and Nicolai, 2018). Similarly, left 
behind groups should be involved in surveys to collect data on poverty (UNECE, 2020). Involvement of vulnerable 
groups could also help detecting “invisible” groups, that are rarely captured by standard statistics or even easily 
observed in community life due to their small counts and/or life conditions (UNDP, 2018; UNECE, 2020).  

1.1 Why local governments matter in implementing the Leave No One Behind 
(LNOB) principle 

The LNOB principle commits governments to design and implement the 2030 Agenda specifically addressing 
the needs of the most vulnerable groups (United Nations, 2021). In practice, this means adopting policy to end 
extreme poverty, curb inequalities, confront discrimination and fast-track progress for the furthest behind 
(UNDP, 2018).  

The LNOB principle is specifically mentioned in several country-level SDG strategies (i.a. Portoguese Republic, 
2017; United Nations, 2017; Danish Ministry of Finance, 2021; German Federal Government, 2021). At the same 

(1) Within the literature, these groups are also referred as elusive populations (Kish, 1991), hidden population (Salganik and Heckathorn,
2004), hard-to-reach population (Shahaghi, Bhopal, and Sheikh, 2011), invisibles (Semprebon, Marzorati, and Garrapa, 2017; Randel,
2017)
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time, the application of the LNOB principle requires the engagement of local institutions. Cities host the majority 
of world population together with the consequent challenges of marginalization and opportunities to sustainable 
development (Kanuri et al., 2016; Siragusa et al., 2020; Denaro and Giuffré, 2021). The role of cities is 
fundamental especially in Europe, where urban contexts produce the largest shares of GDP, host the largest 
shares of population, and are key players in the implementation of EU policies (Iammarino, Rodriguez-Pose, and 
Storper, 2019; Iammarino, McCann, and Ortega-Argilés, 2018; Siragusa et al., 2020). 

Given the central role of cities, several policy initiatives have been implemented at the global and European 
level to stimulate local governments towards adopting local SDG strategies (2) (Siragusa et al., 2020; Bertozzi 
et al., 2021) (see Box 1 for a description of local SDG toolbox). The LNOB principle is a pillar of SDGs, hence it 
has a central role also in the initiatives targeting local governments (OECD, 2020; Ciambra et al., 2020; Siragusa 
et al., 2020). The relevance of the LNOB principle at the urban level is also recognized by practitioners and 
academics (Canzutti et al., 2020; Ortíz-Moya et al., 2021; Ganzleben and Kazmierczak, 2020). 

Box 1:  SDG voluntary review at national and local levels 

In 2015, the United Nations adopted the 2030 Agenda, the 17 SDGs and the monitoring and evaluation 
framework for the achievement of the 2030 Agenda and the SDGs. UN member states can submit every year 
to the UN’ High-Level Political Forum, the Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs), national reports on the status of 
the country policy interventions to implement the SDGs and the Agenda (Ciambra et al., 2020). Similarly, local 
governments adopting a local 2030 Agenda might choose to prepare and submit Voluntary Local Reviews 
(VLRs), in which they report on the status of the local policy interventions to implement the SDGs and the 
Agenda. 

With the URBAN2030 and URBAN2030-II projects, the European Commission has developed two important 
frameworks to achieve SDGs at the local level. The first framework provides guidelines, indicators and their 
disaggregation to design and implement SDG Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs thereafter), a tool that support 
sub-national actors in the fulfilment of SDGs and LNOB principle (Ciambra, 2021; Siragusa et al., 2020; Siragusa 
et al., 2022). The second framework is more applied and tests how VLRs are implemented on a pilot sample of 
cities and sub-national governments (Ciambra, 2021; Hidalgo Simón, 2021; Gea Aranoa, 2021; Siragusa et al., 
2021) in order to inform a consolidated version of the initial framework (Siragusa et al., 2022). The European 
Union Agency for Fundamental Rights guidelines on local implementation of high human-rights standards have 
practical advices on how to link local SDGs work with human rights (EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2022). 
These latter tools allow to bridge local SDG strategy to the European Commission’s equality initiatives, such as 
the Gender Equality Strategy, the LGBTQ+ Equality Strategy, the EU Roma Strategic Framework and the Anti-
racism Action Plan. 

The international initiatives are coupled by initiatives from country governments (Niestroy et al., 2019; Jossin 
and Peters, 2021) and by umbrella organizations of local governments (KL-Local Government Denmark, 2020; 
VNG International, 2018; Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; Zhang et al., 2021). Out of these efforts, 
many European local governments are currently approaching SDGs. For instance, more than 80% of Danish 
local governments is working with SDGs (Danish Ministry of Finance, 2021), nearly 30% in the Netherlands 
(VNG, 2021), whereas in Germany the percentage is now 4% but doubling every year (Jossin and Peters, 2021). 

As the number of local governments involved in SDGs grows, it become possible to collect evidence on the 
extent to which LNOB principle is pursued, not only in the measurement of SDGs but also in the elaboration of 
strategies and their implementation. This evidence is relevant because, if on the one hand institutions have to 
prioritize actions for those who are furthest behind among SDG commitments (United Nations, 2021) on the 
other hand, there are challenges inherent to the topic of marginalized and vulnerable people (Klasen and 
Fleurbaey, 2019; Kharas, Mcarthur, and Ohno, 2015; Lafortune et al., 2019).   

Policies targeting marginalized and vulnerable people face the fundamental challenges detailed at the 
beginning of Chapter 1: relative and absolute deprivation, multi-dimensionality of deprivation, barriers that limit 
inclusion, social groups that are difficult to count, such as homeless, people with rare diseases, temporary 
migrants (Canzutti et al., 2020; van Heerden, Proietti, and Iodice, 2022). Another challenge is that the true size 

(2) Some of these initiatives are the European Commission “URBAN2030” and “URBAN2030-II” , the Council of Regions “Cities and Regions 
Implementing the Sustainable Development Goals”, the OECD Programme on a Territorial Approach to the SDGs, the UN Local 2030.

https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/sdgs/en
https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/sdgs/en
https://cor.europa.eu/it/news/Pages/sdgs_survey.aspx
https://cor.europa.eu/it/news/Pages/sdgs_survey.aspx
https://www.oecd.org/cfe/territorial-approach-sdgs.htm
https://www.local2030.org/
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of discriminated groups could be difficult to count since violence and discrimination against women, ethnic 
minorities, LGBTQ+ and disability are widely under-reported (David, Bryant, and Larsen, 2019; Denti and 
Iammarino, 2022; OSCE-ODHIR, 2019; González and Rodríguez-Planas, 2020). For this last challenge, statistics 
on reported crimes constitute a lower bound of the true situations.  

These challenges call for local approaches that map vulnerable people accounting for (i) absolute and relative 
deprivation, (ii) multi-dimensional deprivation, (iii) involvement of vulnerable groups and (iv) substantial 
differences among the poor. More into details, local strategies should: 

— go beyond official statistics on crimes and welfare supports, also involving vulnerable groups in 
mapping existing needs and validating proposed metrics. By doing so, it is possible to design multi-
dimensional measures for deprivation capable to covering the actual threats and barriers for 
vulnerable groups. For example, research shows that women leaving abusive partners are at high risk of 
homelessness (WAVE, 2002), as modern slaves choosing to escape from gangmasters (David, Bryant, and 
Larsen, 2019); people targeted by discrimination, hate and violence face mental health challenges 
impacting their overall socioeconomic wellbeing; hate crimes against specific victims act as a “message” 
act against a whole minority group, that feel to be the target of potential further violent aggressions 
(Cohen-Almagor, 2014). To understand child poverty there is the need of measures considering monetary 
poverty together with other important dimensions such as access to education materials and good nutrition 
(Chzhen, Gordon, and Handa, 2018; Chzhen et al., 2016). Local governments have a great untapped 
potential in this respect. They are generally in charge of most services pertaining people’s care, hence they 
have the necessary data to map various dimensions of individual deprivation. At the same time, generally 
this information is collected by municipal offices through a silo-approach which prevents the construction 
of composite measures (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; European Committee of the Regions and 
OECD, 2018).  

By going beyond official statistics on crimes and welfare supports and involving vulnerable groups, local 
governments could also improve measurement of the “invisibles”, such as trafficked humans, 
homeless people and exploited women. To this regard, the institutional proximity between local 
governments and local stakeholders engaged in representing and supporting invisible groups is an asset 
for measuring these groups. As detailed in Chapter 1, the suggested way to measure “invisibles” is not 
through official statistics only, rather combining this information with ad-hoc survey and ad-hoc metrics 
designed involving representatives of these groups in the places in which they are present (UNECE, 2020; 
Kuffer, 2022). 

— Exploit data collected at the local level to develop the local outlook of vulnerable groups. The 
comprehensive institutional mandate on municipal policies which relate to deprivation (welfare, education, 
housing, urban development,…) represents a solid ground for measuring the substantial differences among 
vulnerable groups at the local level. This point is important since it contributes to overcome the “average 
curse” by accounting for spatial variations in the presence and size of left-behind groups that cannot be 
captured by country-level aggregates. For instance, homeless people can be concentrated in certain cities. 
Similarly, seasonal working migrants can be a feature of specific locations characterized by seasonal need 
of labour supply. Also, income poverty might be distributed in very different ways across neighbourhood 
within a city. This suggests that deprivation should be measured accounting for the socioeconomic 
characteristics of the places, rather than the country-level socioeconomic characteristics. 

In general, local governments have the opportunity of using the suggestions on how to measure left-behind 
groups described in Chapter 1 considering their local socioeconomic structures, where some left-behind groups 
might be relevant and other can be absent. Whether a country-level identification of left-behind groups is 
available in the National Voluntary Review, this measure can be used as benchmark metric for comparison with 
local values to allow the municipality to position itself.   

Looking at how local governments are currently engaged in SDGs across Europe gives evidence on the 
state-of-the-art of the ways these challenges are addressed (or not). Novel research shows that local 
governments have different approaches in implementing the SDG strategy (Bertozzi et al., 2021). Differences 
appear along several dimensions such as level of awareness, the type of SDGs to prioritize, the stage of 
implementation of local SDG strategy, the adoption on a specific type of monitoring approach. The next section 
details the observed differences across local governments regarding SDG operationalization and why these 
differences matter in analysing how the LNOB principle is addressed at the local level. 
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1.2 European local governments and local SDG implementation: a composite pic-
ture for SDG strategy design and monitoring of progresses 

The growing number of European local governments engaged helps the actual fulfilment of the SDGs by (i) 
broadening the number of policy initiatives (Jossin and Peters, 2021), (ii) stimulating citizens awareness (OECD, 
2019) and (iii) strengthening multi-level policy actions involving local, regional and national actors and 
institutions (Hidalgo Simón, 2021). 

As the number of committed local governments grows, it emerges that local SDG strategies greatly vary 
across local governments (Eurocities, 2020; Ciambra et al., 2020). Clearly, this observed diversity can also affect 
the local application of the LNOB principle, hence supporting the need for an assessment (Canzutti et al., 2020). 

Some VNRs provide a preliminary broad assessment of the municipal operationalization approaches to SDGs. 
The Finnish VNRs acknowledge that most local governments use SDGs as framework for communication and 
outreach activities with a still low level of local engagement in re-structuring municipal activities according to 
SDGs and LNOB. The same VNRs highlight that most of Finnish local governments tend to align their existing 
activities and ambitions with the SDGs, rather than using the goals as an instrument with which to take an 
outside-in look at existing ambitions, priorities and solutions (PMO Finland, 2020). The Austrian, Belgian, Danish, 
German and Spanish VNRs embed metrics from municipal SDG strategies in the monitoring of some vulnerable 
groups (Belgian Government, 2017; Danish Ministry of Finance, 2021; Austrian Federal Chancellery, 2020; 
German Federal Government, 2021; Gobierno de Espana, 2021). The Danish VNR also provides figures showing 
which SDGs are prioritized by municipalities, while the German VNR contains an Annex with a quantitative 
overview of the progress of local governments towards all SDGs (Jossin and Peters, 2021; German Federal 
Government, 2021). 

The Swedish and Norwegian VNRs widely account for the role local governments in pursuing the LNOB principle 
by reducing inequalities and monitoring the accomplishment of SDGs (Swedish Government, 2017; Swedish 
Government, 2021; Statistic Sweden, 2020), up to the point of stimulating the production of Subnational 
Voluntary Reviews(3)(Swedish Association of Local Governments and Regions, 2021; Kommunesektorens 
Organisasjon, 2021). These Subnational Voluntary Reviews assign a central role to local governments, providing 
for figures on the number of local governments engaged with SDGs, describing different approaches and best 
practices and listing existing barriers preventing improvements in operationalizing SDGs in order for them to be 
addressed. In the Norwegian case, the national top-down push towards localization of SDGs is also reinforced 
by a 2019 legislation that introduced the SDGs to the overall framework of all local planning(4), stating that 
SDGs have to be incorporated in the pillar for municipal urban and social planning (Norwegian Ministry of Local 
Government and Modernisation, 2019). 

The composite local picture can be explained considering several facts. First, local governments greatly differ 
in size, socioeconomic outlook, institutional settings and policy agenda and they do not face any mandatory 
requirement on the design and the implementation of local SDG strategy. Hence, local SDG strategies are 
allowed to be place-based, to let local governments account for the specificity of their local context in the 
design of sustainability actions (Kanuri et al., 2016; Ciambra, 2021).  

Second, other differences might arise which are instead due to challenges faced by municipalities. Surveys 
about municipal approaches to SDGs outline several limiting points, which include absence of strong multi-level 
government cooperation, limited political power, lack of resources, limits of institutional capacity, difficulty to 
prioritize the SDGs over other agendas (Kanuri et al., 2016; European Committee of the Regions and OECD, 
2019; Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; KL-Local Government Denmark, 2020).  

Third, it might happen that local governments decide not to include activities in the Local 2030 Agenda even if 
these activities correspond to some global goals. This can happen when local governments prefer to give 
continuity in their sustainability monitoring preference over the uptake of the new global framework (Jossin 
and Peters, 2021). Also, it might happen when local governments lack a communication strategy for the 
sustainability work that they are doing. Finally, it might happen when local governments are in the preliminary 

                                                        
(3) Voluntary Subnational Reviews are a tool used by local and regional government associations and/or local and regional governments 

to report on their overall progress, setbacks, opportunities and challenges associated with achieving SDGs in a given subnational 
territory. They differ from Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs), since the latter is produced by on an individual basis by a local or regional 
government and circumscribed to a specific city or region (United Cities and Local Governments, 2021) 

(4) https://www.regjeringen.no/no/dokumenter/nasjonale-forventninger-til-regional-og-kommunal-planlegging- 20192023/id2645090/  
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stages of adoption of the local SDG strategy, where re-framing of basic core activities such as financial 
sustainability is prioritized against other pertinent existing activities (PWC, 2021).  

Hence, an opening perspective for analysing the observed differences in local SDG strategies 
considers whether these differences are due to their: 

1. degree of urbanization
2. institutional choices or limitations
3. stage of implementation of the local SDG strategy.

Another source for differences among local governments in the operationalization of SDGs and LNOB 
principle is the monitoring strategy. To this respect, three broad categories can be identified. 

First, there are local governments which do not calculate the progress in the SDG effort. For instance, this 
applies to more than 40% of Danish local governments engaged with local SDGs (KL-Local Government 
Denmark, 2020; KL-Local Government Denmark, 2018) and to 43% of a sample of European local governments 
surveyed by OECD and the Committee of Regions (European Committee of the Regions and OECD, 2019). 
Second, there are local governments that have adopted qualitative follow-up to monitor progress in SDGs 
without quantitative measurable indicators (PWC, 2021). Third, there are local governments applying 
quantitative measurable indicators (Ciambra, 2021; Jossin and Peters, 2021).  

Local governments might change their approach in monitoring while they progress in the operationalization of 
the SDG strategy. For instance, a municipality that chooses to add a Voluntary Local Review (VLR) to a Local 
2030 strategy is quite likely to adopt a quantitative monitoring approach (Ciambra, 2021; Ciambra et al., 2020). 

The group of local governments applying quantitative indicators is not homogeneous. There are relevant 
differences in the methodology adopted by municipalities, also within the same country. This variability is due 
to several reasons, starting from the fact that there is no mandatory standard. International institutions have 
developed different methodologies for municipalities(5) (Fernández de Losada, Heichlinger, and Bosse, 2021; 
Siragusa et al., 2020). Additionally, there are countries where national institutions and national umbrella-
organizations of local governments have designed indicators tailored on the specific outlook of local 
governments in terms of institutional frameworks (policies assigned to the local level), needs and practical 
limitations (Riedel, Stiftung, and Haubner, 2018; DAC et al., 2019; VNG International, 2018). Also, local 
governments developed their own indicators (OECD, 2021).  

In the light of existing patterns in SDG strategy design and monitoring, local governments can be classified by 
combining the differences in the local strategic approach to SDGs and the LNOB principle with the differences 
in the consequent monitoring approach. This classification is illustrated in Figure 1 using homeless people as 
working example.  

(5) Some examples are: UN SDGs indicators (UN, 2020), European Commission – Joint Research Centre “European Handbook for SDG
Voluntary Local Reviews” (Siragusa et al., 2020), OECD “Localised indicator framework” (OECD, 2020), United for Smart Sustainable
Cities Key Performance Indicators (U4SSC, 2017) 
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Figure 1 Example of classification of local governments according to their approach to SDG strategy and monitoring. How 
local governments having homeless can be classified depending on how they address the policy issue in relation to the SDG 
framework 

 
Source: author’s own elaboration 

Six types of local governments are considered and they all have homeless people in their communities. Four 
types have a local policy addressing homeless people (local governments A-D); however, they differ in the way 
that these policies are implemented with respect to the SDG framework. Two types do not have a local policy 
addressing homeless people (local governments E-F), while they have committed to SDGs and LNOB principle.  

Looking at Figure 1, the 6 local governments can be broadly divided into five categories for the scope of the 
present report: 

1. Local governments with homeless policy but no structured Local 2030 strategy and no monitoring 
methodologies (Type A in Figure 1). These local governments are engaged in activities that are 
consistent with SDGs, for instance they have local policy targeting the vulnerable group of homeless 
people. At the same time, they have decided not to adopt a comprehensive Local 2030 strategy, maybe 
due to lack of resources or difficulty to prioritize the SDGs over other agendas (Kanuri et al., 2016). 
Additionally, these local governments do not pursue quantitative monitoring of the activities that are 
consistent with SDGs. 

2. Local governments with homeless policy, no structured Local 2030 strategy but with monitoring 
methodologies applied to local actions that are consistent with SDGs (Type B in Figure 1). These local 
governments are engaged in activities that are consistent with SDGs, but they have decided not to 
adopt a comprehensive Local 2030 strategy. Differently from local governments in category 1, these 
local governments do quantitative monitoring of these activities. They have a local policy for homeless 
people that they monitor by counting supported individuals and measuring the local incidence of 
homeless people through ad hoc surveys. 

3. Local governments with homeless policy, structured Local 2030 strategy but no quantitative 
monitoring methodologies (Type C in Figure 1). The local governments have adopted one or more policy 
initiatives within the 2030 framework, such as Local 2030 Agenda and the localization of SDG strategy. 
In doing so, they have selected which SDGs to pursue locally and have re-framed the local menu of 
policies accordingly. However, they have not implemented a quantitative monitoring method. 
Assessment of the implementation of the SDGs is either not performed or performed through a 
qualitative approach.  

4. Local governments with homeless policy, structured Local 2030 strategy and quantitative monitoring 
methodologies (Type D in Figure 1). These local governments have adopted one or more policy 
initiatives within the 2030 framework. They have selected which SDGs to pursue locally, re-framed the 



 

14 

local menu of policies accordingly and implemented a quantitative monitoring method. As detailed 
before, quantitative monitoring can be done choosing among different available indicators frameworks 
(e.g. UN, OECD, EC-JRC, National indicators, etc.), designing ad-hoc municipal indicators’ sets or applying 
a combination of indicators from different sources. 

5. Local governments with no homeless policy, but with commitment to SDGs through a Local 2030 
strategy (Types E-F in Figure 1). These local governments do not address a left-behind group that is 
present in their community. In this case, since the local governments have a structured 2030 strategy, 
the policy choice of ignoring the presence of homeless people does not comply to the LNOB principle. 
It is worth mentioning that they appear to relate to similar attitudes by other actors, such as companies, 
that are increasingly investigated to detect the patterns of overall engagement towards SDGs also 
regarding institutional branding (Heras‐Saizarbitoria, Urbieta, and Boiral, 2022; van Zanten and van 
Tulder, 2018). 

 

This classification is not static. For instance, local governments in early stages of adoption of a Local 2030 
strategy may postpone choices on the appropriate monitoring approach.  

Local governments with neither homeless policy nor commitment to SDGs through a Local 2030 strategy are 
not considered in this example. The scope of the report is the analysis of local operationalization of the LNOB 
principle, which can happen within or outside the SDG framework as detailed above. Local governments that do 
not address the LNOB principle through their policy initiatives are outside the range of this analysis. In other 
terms, the report will focus on those local governments that have committed to some extent to a local SDG 
strategy, to check how they operationalize the LNOB principle. 

1.3 European local governments and local SDG implementation: integrating SDGs 
and LNOB into local budgets  

Operationalizing the SDGs and the LNOB principle requires integration into the budgetary frameworks. The 
allocation of resources to SDG-related activities allows their actual implementation and assures that SDG 
strategies are not pursued as “communication exercise” (Poghosyan et al., 2020) Incorporating SDGs into 
budgetary activities also increases coherence regarding the progress towards each selected goal (Mulholland 
and Berger, 2019), which in turns favor the engagement of the local community.  

There are several ways in which SDGs and the LNOB principle can be embedded in the municipal budgetary 
framework. These ways can be broadly grouped in two categories: SDG budgeting that requires new budgeting 
frameworks and SDG budgeting that relies on standard budgeting frameworks.  

SDG budgeting that requires new budgeting frameworks. Local governments can choose to fully integrate the 
SDGs into the budget process by aligning the entire activities to SDGs. This implies a multi-year work plan that 
completely re-designs how the municipality operates, including an increased collaborations among different 
municipal departments (Pipa and Bouchet, 2021). Also, SDGs can be used as an assessment tool to monitor the 
budget according to the SDGs. This budgetary approach implies developing a new assessment framework 
categorizing municipal spending around the chosen SDGs to show how many resources are allocated in activities 
that refer to these SDGs (Eurocities, 2020; Hege and Brimont, 2018).  

 

SDG budgeting that does not require new budgeting frameworks. Local governments can choose to allocate 
dedicated financial resources to specific activities referring to SDGs and the LNOB principle within local budget. 
In this case, the municipality keeps its budgetary framework in which SDG activities are included alongside the 
other activities. Baseline participatory budgeting doing by assigning a specific amount of resources for projects 
chosen by citizens refers to this typology. Another way to integrated SDGs while keeping the standard budgeting 
framework is using SDGs to improve budget narrative regarding sustainability. Practically, this can be done by 
describing the link between budget proposal of specific departments and their contribution to achieving the 
SDGs (Hege & Brimont, 2018).  

SDG budgeting approaches as not necessarily mutually exclusive and they can be progressively introduced in 
the budgetary framework following the evolution of the municipal efforts towards SDGs. At the same time, it 
is worth mentioning that the financial operationalization of SDGs is a relevant effort for local governments 
(Eurocities, 2020) and also an acknowledged factor limiting the advancement of local SDG strategies in several 
cases (KL-Local Government Denmark, 2020; European Committee of the Regions and OECD, 2019). 
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Incorporating the SDGs in budgets and budgeting processes is largely work in progress, currently involving a 
little share of the total local governments engaged with SDGs(6)(Eurocities, 2020; Kommunesektorens 
Organisasjon, 2021).  

Notably, local governments perform discretionary choice about which SDGs they want to operationalize locally, 
as detailed in section 2.2. Therefore, it might happen that a municipality does SDG budgeting on selected SDGs, 
while at the same time it allocates financial resources to activities which are relevant for other SDGs that the 
municipality has not operationalized. For instance, a local government might choose to operationalize SDGs 
about the environment, green infrastructure and renewable energy rather than SDGs about poverty (7). And this 
might translate into SDG budgeting in the form of green budgeting. This does not necessarily mean that the 
municipality is not implementing and financing activities targeting poverty.  

Early stages of adoption of a local SDG strategy or limited institutional capacity could be some of the reasons 
why the municipality is only partially integrating SDGs into its budgetary strategy. This aspect deserves attention 
in the assessment of the local operationalization of SDGs, since failing to account for these activities would 
provide a partial understanding of the local efforts in leaving no one behind. 

1.4 Mapping local operationalization of SDG and LNOB principle 

The previous sections have described the elements that characterize the different ways in which local 
governments are addressing the operationalization of SDGs and LNOB principle. It is straightforward that there 
is no one-size-fits all approach, given that there is no mandatory requirement for municipalities. At the same 
time, it is also clear that there is no gold standard either. Local governments differ in capabilities, in the local 
issues that they choose to address, in stage of adoption of local SDGs. All these differences can translate in 
diverse approaches to the operationalization of SDGs. Figure 2 summarizes the classification criteria that have 
emerged thus far in reviewing the relevant literature and that have been detailed in the previous sections. 

Figure 2 Classification criteria to map observed differences in the local operationalization of SDGs 

 
Source: author’s own elaboration 

                                                        
(6) For instance, in Norway SDGs play a fundamental role in less than 20% of the municipalities’ budgets and budgeting processes. 
(7) It is worth recalling that novel evidence shows that also SDG strategies on green infrastructures and renewable energy should address 

the LNOB principle (Sachs et al., 2019), as described at the beginning of this chapter. At the same time, this point represents a novel 
stimulus from researchers which was not available to local governments before 2019. 
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Figure 2 shows that the operationalization of local SDG strategy has three main pillars: the overarching Local 
2030 strategy design, the choice of applying a quantitative monitoring approach and the integration of SDGs 
in municipal budget. Each pillar can be implemented in different ways, since there is no mandatory requirement. 
As detailed above, existing literature and evidence suggest that the main sources for observed differences in 
the implementation of each pillar are characteristics of the local context, the stage of implementation of SDGs 
in which the municipality is, and the presence of limiting factors within the municipality.  

This composite picture will be accounted for in the case-study selection of cities and in the methodological 
framework as specified in the following sections. 
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2 Case-study selection  
Chapter 1 has detailed that the operationalization of SDGs at the local level across Europe is characterized by 
different approaches. These observed differences might be due to: local governments being at different stages 
of SDG operationalization, or being endowed with different financial and institutional capacity, or responding to 
specific needs of the local context. To this categorization, the case-study selection adds the attempt to provide 
a European territorial analysis. The selection of cities for the case-study analysis pivots around four criteria. 

2.1 Geographic coverage  

The aim of the report is assessing the LNOB principle at the local level in the fulfilment of the SDG strategy 
across Europe. Hence, the investigation should focus on a panel of cities capable of covering the European Union 
landscape. In practical terms, the absence of mandatory requirement for cities to adhere to the SDG strategy 
implies that cities operationalizing SDGs are not uniform across Europe. As mentioned before, in Denmark more 
than 80% of local governments work with SDGs (Danish Ministry of Finance, 2021), while this percentage drops 
to 4% in Germany (Jossin and Peters, 2021). 

Given this limitation, the case study selection accounts for multi-country coverage by including at least one 
municipality which committed to SDGs for a reasonable number of EU member states. 

2.2 Stages of adoption of the local SDG strategy 

Together with being non-uniformly distributed across member states, the committed local governments are at 
different stages in the implementation of the policy interventions related to SDGs. Some local governments are 
in advanced stages. Others are starting now. This second dimension of heterogeneity again follows from the 
fact that the local adoption of SDG strategy is discretionary. Chapter 1 has detailed that local operationalization 
of SDGs may vary depending on the stage of implementation. In the preliminary stage, a municipality might 
choose to consider only few SDGs and it might as well postpone monitoring after the SDG strategy has been 
running for some years. Similarly, the integration of SDGs in budgeting may be implemented after some years, 
being that it is a multi-year relevant effort requiring the involvement of all municipal department (Eurocities, 
2020). 

The case study selection addresses this aspect by selecting local governments that are at difference 
advancement stages and by clustering them in sub-groups depending on the stage they are in. Operationally, 
local governments will be classified as early, middle and late adopters. Early adopter has a Local 2030/SDG 
strategy and at least one VLR. Middle adopter has a Local 2030/SDG strategy. Late adopter is designing the 
Local 2030/SDG strategy. This classification will allow to benchmark across local governments that are in the 
same advancement stage regarding SDGs. Since these local governments are distributed across different 
member states, this first assessment provides for cross-country comparison among cities which have the same 
level of implementation of local SDGs. 

2.3 Degrees of urbanization  

European local governments vary greatly both in term of population size and spatial size. The difference 
between cities and smaller local governments does not only entail population size. Cities act as socioeconomic 
hubs for opportunities in term of employment, services, entrepreneurship, higher education, innovation, and 
creativity. At the same time, they are characterized by socioeconomic challenges related to “left-behind” people, 
such as poverty and exclusion (Aurambout et al., 2021; Goujon et al., 2021; Proietti et al., 2022; Aurambout et 
al., 2022). Similarly, also towns and suburbs face other problems related to “left-behind” people, like lack of 
policy and services, lagging economies, territorial disconnectedness (Aurambout et al., 2021; Goujon et al., 2021; 
Proietti et al., 2022). 

These differences reflect the local specificities in terms of needs and strength that influences the 
operationalization of local SDGs as detailed in section 2. Local needs and strength are likely to influence the 
municipal choice on which SDGs to prioritize. Similarly, they represent an important element in influencing the 
overall municipal agenda and the choice to prioritize the SDGs over other policies (European Committee of the 
Regions and OECD, 2019). For the purpose of this report, it will be considered the Eurostat Degree of 
urbanization (DEGURBA) classification. Clearly, this represents a baseline choice which should be further detailed 
in future research to account for specific measures for local economy, social fabric, spatial connections. 
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2.4 Council structural characteristics 

One of the elements that can influence the local operationalization of SDGs are the structural characteristics 
of the City Council. The introduction of a new policy framework as local SDGs is influenced by the portfolio of 
competences available within the City Council, as well as by the City Council organization in terms of cooperation 
between departments and other characteristics (KL-Local Government Denmark, 2018; KL-Local Government 
Denmark, 2020; PWC, 2021; Eurocities, 2020; European Committee of the Regions and OECD, 2019). Support 
for including this dimension comes also from evidence on Norway and Sweden, showing that the demography 
of municipal councils is associated to local SDG operationalization (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; 
Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021). 

Practically, local governments will be divided with respect the structural characteristics of Councils in terms 
total budget and number of employees, in a way that resembles the classification of firms into small, medium 
and large. Categories are: Large (annual budget above 1 Mld€, employees above 3,000), Medium (annual 
budget between 100mln€ and 1 Mld€, employees between 1,000 and 3,000) and Small (annual budget below 
100 mln€ and less than 1,000 employees). 

2.5 Presence in networks working on SDGs 

International and national institutions are engaged in a variety of initiatives to support the adoption of local 
SDG strategy. Many of these projects promote networking to share best practices and indicator frameworks 
with the aim of improving institutional capacity. This aspect is relevant, since the knowledge shared through 
networking initiatives might help overcoming existing limits to institutional capacity, which are listed among the 
reasons holding back local governments from advancing in SDG operationalization.  

Hence, it seems important to map the local governments included in the case study according to their 
participation in projects supporting municipality networking. 

2.6 Case-study selection matrix  

Table 1 provides the conceptual summary of the criteria used in the selection of local governments for the 
case-study analysis. Aside from the European coverage criterion, the remaining criteria are the ones outlined in 
Figure 2. 

Table 1 Classification criteria for case study selection and benchmarking analysis  

Local Authority European 
coverage 

Stage of 
implementation of 
local SDG strategy 

Degree of 
Urbanization: 

city, town/suburb, 
rural areas 

Existing limitations 

Council demography 
(employees, budget) 

Belongs to 
SDGs 

related 
networks 

Local Authority 1 Country A Early adopter Urban suburb small national 

Local Authority 2 Country B Early adopter City large no 

Local Authority 3 Country B Early adopter City medium no 

Local Authority 4 Country C Late adopter Rural area medium no 

Local Authority 5 Country D Early adopter Urban suburb medium national 

Local Authority 6 Country D Late adopter Urban suburb small European 
 

Source: author’s own elaboration  

First, local governments are selected to allow for the most comprehensive coverage of the European Union, 
although the absence of any mandatory requirement for the adoption of a local 2030 strategy implies that 
some countries have no engaged local governments up to now.  

When multiple local governments from the same country are selected, they are chosen in the attempt of having 
a diversified sample with respect to another relevant dimension for benchmarking, i.e. the stage of policy 
adoption (e.g. Municipality 5 and 6), local socioeconomic specificities (e.g. Municipality 2 and 5), if they belong 
to a SDG related network, etc. Figure 3 maps selected cities across Europe. 
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Figure 3 Map of the local governments considered in the analysis on the operationalization of the LNOB principle 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

This sample selection allows to divide local governments into clusters using the proposed classification criteria 
(SDG strategy implementation, degree of urbanization, council structural characteristics and presence in SDG 
network) and to check whether interesting patterns emerge once local governments are analysed according to 
each of these criteria. 
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3 Methodology 
Chapter 2 has advanced the classification criteria used to map the observed differences in the way local 
governments are operationalizing SDGs. These criteria, summarized in Figure 2, have been used to select the 
local governments for the case-study analysis as explained in Chapter 2. Consistently, the same criteria guide 
the assessment of the actual operationalization of the LNOB principle in mission statements, policies, 
monitoring efforts and budget.  

Methodologically, it appears that these criteria can be appropriately ordered for the purpose of this investigation. 
More into details, the assessment of LNOB operationalization is done comparing local governments that are 
assigned to specific dimensions. These dimensions are identified using the criteria summarized by Figure 2.  

In practical terms, local governments will be evaluated regarding three different dimensions. For each 
dimension, the evaluation uses classification criteria resulting from the literature review. 

1. How LNOB is embedded in the overarching Local 2030 Agenda (criteria used for this dimension are
detailed in Section 3.1)

2. How LNOB is monitored (criteria used for this dimension are detailed in Section 3.2)

3. How LNOB is integrated in local budget (criteria used for this dimension are detailed in Section 3.3)

For each one of the three dimensions, the entire pool of 24 local governments is assessed. Then each one of 
the three dimensions is further investigated by grouping local governments depending on stage of SDG 
implementation, degree of urbanization, council structural characteristics and presence in SDG network. 

The stage of adoption is a prominent criterion. Existing evidence shows that the stage of adoption relates to 
the choice of which SDGs to consider in the local strategy. In the preliminary stage local governments might 
choose to test the SDG strategy on a restricted set and to broaden the considered SDGs in later stages. In 
preliminary stages, local governments might decide to focus only on one aspect of local SDG operationalization, 
i.e. the SDG strategy, referring monitoring and budgeting to more mature stages. More in general, figures
suggest that the operationalization of SDGs changes while local governments progress from preliminary to
mature stages of implementation (Ciambra, 2021; Eurocities, 2020; PWC, 2021; CEMR-CCRE Local & Regional
Europe and Platforma, 2020). Hence, the baseline analysis will assess the operationalization of SDGs and LNOB
principle across local governments having the same stage of policy adoption. As explained in Chapter 2, local
governments are divided in three clusters depending on the stage of adoption of local SDG strategy: early,
middle and late adopter. Early adopter has a Local 2030/SDG strategy and at least one VLR. Middle adopter
has a Local 2030/SDG strategy. Late adopter is designing the Local 2030/SDG strategy. Figure 4 summarizes
the clustering of selected local governments according to the stage-of-adoption criterion.

Figure 4 Clustering of the local governments selected in the case-study analysis according to the stage of adoption of the 
Local 2030 Agenda/SDG strategy 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

Then, a within country analysis is done, to account for potential differences in the operationalization of the 
LNOB principle across local governments having similar national initiatives supporting SDGs, similar institutional 
framework for policy design and policy devolution and similar national socioeconomic characteristics that might 
be of some relevance (e.g. Roma people, laws on divorce, violence against women, violence against minorities). 
This classification exercise is summarized by Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 Clustering of the local governments selected in the case-study analysis according to the country of belonging

Source: author’s own elaboration 

Then local governments will be divided with respect the structural characteristics of Councils in terms total 
budget and number of employees. Large (annual budget above 1 Mld€, employees above 3,000), Medium 
(annual budget between 100mln€ and 1 Mld€, employees between 1,000 and 3,000) and Small (annual budget 
below 100 mln€ and less than 1,000 employees). Figure 6 presents the classification of local governments 
according to this approach. 

Figure 6 Clustering of the local governments selected in the case-study analysis according to the structural characteristics 
of the Council in terms of budget, number of employee and number of departments 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

Local governments will be classified depending to their participation to an SDG-related network initiative, as 
outlined by Figure 7.  

Figure 7 Clustering of the local governments selected in the case-study analysis according to the participation to network 
working on SDGs 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

The final classification considers local governments according to their degree of urbanization (DEGURBA: city, 
town/suburb/rural). This classification is summarized by Figure 8.  

Figure 8 Clustering of the local governments selected in the case-study analysis according to the degree of urbanization 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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3.1 Evaluating how local strategies account for the LNOB principle  

Having detailed how local governments are clustered for benchmarking analysis, it remains to be explained 
which indicators are used for this comparison. To this regard, the investigation needs criteria for the local 
commitment to “Leave No One Behind”. 

The baseline criterion pertains the explicit acknowledgment of the LNOB principle in local SDG 
documents. 

The second criterion proposes a list of SDGs and targets as the most stringent for the local 
operationalization of the LNOB principle. This choice does not neglect that the LNOB principle applies to 
all SDGs (Klasen and Fleurbaey, 2019; Stuart and Samman, 2017). However, given the focus on the local level 
of the report, it appears reasonable to consider those SDGs that have a strong link with the local-level policy 
range. For instance, SDG 9 targets industrialization, innovation and infrastructures that mainly pertain the 
country and regional institutional level. The same holds for SDG 12 on sustainable production and consumption. 
Table 2 outlines the selected SDGs and SDG target.  

Table 2 SDGs and targets considered in the case-study 

SDG SDG target 

 
1 End poverty  
 

1.1 Eradicate extreme poverty currently measured as people living on less than $1.25 a day. 
1.2 Reduce at least by 50% the proportion of people of all ages living in poverty in all its dimensions according to national 
definitions 
1.3 Implement nationally appropriate social protection systems and measures for all, including floors, and achieve 
substantial coverage of the poor and the vulnerable. 
1.4 Ensure that all men and women, in particular the poor and the vulnerable, have equal rights to economic resources, 
as well as access to basic services, ownership and control over land and other forms of property, inheritance, natural 
resources, appropriate new technology and financial services, including microfinance. 
1.5 Build the resilience of the poor and those in vulnerable situations and reduce their exposure and vulnerability to 
climate-related extreme events and other economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters. 

2 Zero hunger 2.1 End hunger and ensure access by all people, in particular the poor and people in vulnerable situations, including 
infants, to safe, nutritious and sufficient food all year round. 

3 Good Health 
and Well Being 

3.2 End preventable deaths of newborns and children under 5 years of age 
3.4 Reduce by 30% premature mortality from non-communicable diseases through prevention and treatment and 
promote mental health and well- being 
3.5 Strengthen the prevention and treatment of substance abuse, including narcotic drug abuse and harmful use of 
alcohol. 

4 Quality 
Education 

4.2 Ensure that all girls and boys have access to quality early childhood development, care and pre-primary education 
so that they are ready for primary education 
4.5 Eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of education and vocational training 
for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable situation 

5 Gender 
Equality 

5.1 End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere 
5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in the public and private spheres, including trafficking and 
sexual and other types of exploitation 
5.5 Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making 
in political, economic and public life 
5.6 Ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and reproductive rights 

8 Decent work  8.5 Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all women and men, including for young people and 
persons with disabilities, and equal pay for work of equal value 
8.6 Substantially reduce the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training 

10 Reduced 
Inequalities 

10.1 Achieve and sustain income growth of the bottom 40% of the population at a rate higher than the national average 
10.2 Empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, 
ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or other status 
10.3 Ensure equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome, including by eliminating discriminatory laws, policies 
and practices and promoting appropriate legislation, policies and action in this regard 
10.4 Adopt policies, especially fiscal, wage and social protection policies, and progressively achieve greater equality 

11 Sustainable 
Cities & 
Communities 

11.1 Ensure access for all to adequate, safe and affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums 

16 Justice 16.1 Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related death rates everywhere 
 

Source: author’s own elaboration  

The third criterion advances a taxonomy of left-behind groups. Chapter 1 has detailed that SDG documents 
provide a broad characterization of left-behind groups: children, youth, people with disabilities, people with 
HIV/AIDS, people from ethnic minorities, older people, refugees, internally displaced persons, migrants, women, 
people in low-income poverty. Researchers suggest adding other groups: displaced due to urban development 
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and green transition, discriminated on gender definition, sexual orientation, geographical location. It also 
appears that data coming from the ongoing application of local SDG strategies and the evolution of global and 
local socioeconomic trends could further broaden the left-behind categories. Given this moving landscape, the 
present report considers the following vulnerable groups: children, youth, people with disabilities, people 
from ethnic minorities, elderly, refugees, migrants, women, LGBTQ+, people in low-income poverty, 
homeless people, people with mental health issues, displaced due to urban development. With respect 
to the left-behind groups recognized by SDG documents and researchers, the report does not consider people 
with HIV/AIDS and Roma and Travellers, since policy initiatives regarding this category is designed and 
implemented mainly at country and/or regional level in many European countries (EU Agency for Fundamental 
Rights, 2020). Similarly, internally displaced people within European Union are manly caused by natural 
disasters and consequently addressed by ad-hoc country-level policies. Regarding people displaced by the green 
transition, evidence on the design of just transition initiatives is currently building-up (Heffron, 2021), 
suggesting to postpone the investigation of this vulnerable group when more data will be available. For the 
evaluation, the report will assess whether local SDG strategies address the baseline list of vulnerable 
groups or move beyond by addressing the larger taxonomy proposed in this report. Then, given the 
lack of obligation to adhere to a specific list of vulnerable groups, simply looking at the local SDG strategy 
might not suffice to have information on the municipal approach on left-behind groups. To account for this, the 
report measures the local operationalization of the LNOB principle addressing the whole municipal agenda by 
considering the following criteria: 

— are left-behind groups addressed by the municipality in any strategy? 

— are left-behind groups addressed by the municipality in local SDG strategy? 

— if the municipality has complemented the SDG strategy with a VLR, are left-behind groups addressed in 
the VLR? 

For some municipalities, the importance of measuring left-behind people is corroborated by the state-level 
approach to SDG implementation, since some countries define and map left-behind people in their VNRs (i.a. 
Danish Ministry of Finance, 2021). These country-level data represent baseline measures of left behind groups 
against which local figures could be mapped to see how they compare with national figures (Kanuri et al., 2016). 
This approach would enrich data with local information that are not captured by the national level alone, 
contributing to a more-comprehensive account of left behind groups also at the national level (Figure 9).  

Figure 9 Identifying and measuring left-behind groups 

 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

The present investigation will assess whether there are references between National and Local Voluntary 
Reviews regarding left behind groups. For each country represented in the case study it will be analysed which 
left behind groups are considered in the National Voluntary Review. Then, it will be assessed whether and how 
the Voluntary Local Reviews account and relate to left behind groups recognized in the National Voluntary 
Review. Third it will be assessed whether the Voluntary Local Review identify left behind groups that are absent 
in the National Voluntary Review.  
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In some countries, institutions have developed useful tools and guidelines to support local governments in the 
identification of left-behind groups (Zhang et al., 2021; Jossin and Peters, 2021), drawing from the paramount 
framework designed by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (see Box 2).  

Box 2: The UNDP framework for identifying left-behind groups 

The UNDP framework identifies left behind groups as those who face discrimination -formal and informal-, 
geographic isolation and segregation, socioeconomic, educational and health deprivation (UNDP, 2018). The 
framework details how these aspects unfold into the following five dimensions that have to be considered in 
identifying left behind groups (UNDP, 2018). 

Discrimination. People are left behind when they experience exclusion, bias or mistreatment in laws, policies, 
access to public services and social practices due to their identity (ascribed or assumed) and their perceived 
socioeconomic status. 

Geography. People are left behind when the place they live does not allow them to access socioeconomic 
opportunities, and quality public services. 

Governance. National legislation on human and civil rights determines whether and how vulnerable groups are 
either acknowledged and supported or prosecuted. This has two relevant consequences on the observed size of 
vulnerable groups. First, vulnerable groups that are either not acknowledged or prosecuted tend to be “invisible”, 
both to statistics and to community life. Second, members of vulnerable groups might have an incentive to 
migrate from countries where they are not acknowledged or prosecuted to countries where they are granted 
civil rights.  

Socioeconomic Status. People get left behind when they lack the opportunities and capabilities to earn an 
adequate income, access education, accumulate wealth or otherwise fully and equitably participate in their 
economy and society. 

Shocks. People get left behind when they are vulnerable to risks related to violence, conflict, large movements 
of migrants, environmental degradation, natural disasters and other climate events, or health shocks, such as 
epidemic outbreaks.  

This observed multi-dimensionality is translated operationally by the UNDP framework as follows (Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10 UNDP framework to determine who is left behind: Five Intersecting Factor 

 

Source: UNDP 2018 

Other approaches add further elements to the UNDP framework to support local governments in identifying 
vulnerable groups (UNDP, 2018; Siragusa et al., 2020; Kanuri et al., 2016):  

— presence of invisible people – such as homeless people and refugees (Denaro and Giuffré, 2021) 

— under-reported vulnerability – such as hate and gender-related violence (Miller and Segal, 2019; Denti and 
Faggian, 2021) 

— complex vulnerability such as mental illness and multidimensional poverty (Alkire and Santos, 2013; 
Weziak-Bialowolska and Dijkstra, 2014; Houlden et al., 2022; Mosler Vidal, 2021; Fondation Abbé Pierre 
and FEANTSA, 2021) 
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— left-behind due to service capacity (UNDP, 2018) 

— sub-national heterogeneity in the presence and the size of left behind people (Hanson and Toro, 2020; 
Drilling, Dittmann, and Ondrušová, 2020; Goujon et al., 2021; UNDP, 2018; Kanuri et al., 2016; Siragusa et 
al., 2020; Houlden et al., 2022).  

The UNDP framework and these other guidelines provide for an effective and practical methodology that exploit 
multi-level sources of information. Overall, they represent the practitioner counterpart of the academic 
suggestions on LNOB operationalization, offering to local governments tailored guidelines and tools.  

Another criterion refers to the inclusion of vulnerable groups in local SDG strategy design, so to improve group 
mapping and needs assessment (UNECE, 2020; Canzutti et al., 2020). 

A final criterion considers the adoption of cross-departmental perspective in addressing vulnerable groups in 
local SDG strategy design. Figures show that left behind people often face intersecting disadvantages. For 
instance, urban segregation in neighbourhoods lacking quality public services often happens to people belonging 
to ethnic minorities (Haandrikman et al., 2021; Costa and de Valk, 2018; Nieuwenhuis et al., 2020). Effective 
policy design in this case should break the widespread silo-approach in local policy design by combining urban 
planning, integration and welfare specialists. 

Box 3 summarizes the proposed criteria for evaluating the operationalization of the LNOB principle in local 
2030 Agendas. 

 

Box 3: Criteria to evaluate LNOB operationalization in Local 2030 Agendas 

LNOB in 
Local 
2030 

Local 2030 
addresses 

SDGs 
considered in 

the report 

Local 2030 
addresses SDG 

targets 
considered in 

the report 

Local 2030 
consider more 

left-behind group 
than SDG 

framework (1) 

Local 2030 
consider all left 
behind groups 

addressed in the 
report (2) 

Left-behind 
representatives 

involved 

Break silo 
approach in 

LNOB-
related 
policy 

(1) it is assessed whether the municipality addresses more groups than the ones identified as baseline in SDG document, where these 
baseline groups are children, youth, people with disabilities, people from ethnic minorities, elderly, refugees, migrants, women, people in 
low-income poverty 

(2) these groups are children, youth, people with disabilities, people from ethnic minorities, elderly, refugees, migrants, women, people in 
low-income poverty, LGBTQ+, homeless people, people with mental health issues, displaced due to urban development 

 

These criteria will be applied first to all 24 local governments for a general assessment and results will be 
presented in Chapter 4. Then, the same criteria will be applied to local governments clustered according to their 
stage of local SDG strategy implementation, country of belonging, local socioeconomic characteristics, council 
structural characteristics, presence in networks working on SDGs. If relevant patterns emerge for one or more 
of these dimensions, results will be detailed, again in Chapter 4. 

 

3.2 Evaluating how local governments monitor the LNOB principle  

Operationalizing the LNOB principle needs monitoring of the progress towards inclusion of vulnerable groups in 
sustainable development. At the same time, monitoring is not compulsory Therefore, as baseline criterion, the 
report considers whether there is a local monitoring effort that relate to vulnerable groups.  

The second criterion focuses on checking whether monitoring of the vulnerable groups identified in the 2030 
Agenda is implemented, either with quantitative or qualitative monitoring. Then, if quantitative monitoring is 
done, the third criterion evaluates if further criterions are used to include the multi-dimensional perspective, 
metrics going beyond averages so to account for the worst-off, and metrics to monitor invisibles such as 
homeless people. A final focus is on the adoption of metrics for relative deprivation, which enable the local 
governments to evaluate the presence of left-behind groups relative to context-specific standards (Calderon, 
2021) and to address important issues such as vulnerability due to territorial injustice (Denti and Faggian, 2021; 
Haandrikman et al., 2021). 
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Box 4 summarizes the proposed criteria for evaluating the operationalization of the LNOB in the monitoring 
dimension. 

Box 4: Criteria to evaluate LNOB operationalization in monitoring Local 2030 Agendas 

Evaluate 
LNOB-related 

policies in 
Local 2030 
documents 

Monitor left-
behind groups 
and policies in 

Local 2030 
strategy 

SDG 
quantitative 
indicators 

quantitative 
multi-

dimensional 
measures for 
deprivation 

quantitative 
measures going 

beyond the 
“average curse 

quantitative 
measures for 

invisibles 

Monitoring 
platform 

   
Metrics for 

relative 
deprivation 

   

 

These criteria will be applied first to all 24 local governments for a general assessment and results will be 
presented in Chapter 4. Then, the same criteria will be applied to local governments clustered according to their 
stage of local SDG strategy implementation, country of belonging, local socioeconomic characteristics, council 
structural characteristics, presence in networks working on SDGs. If relevant patterns emerge for one or more 
of these dimensions, results will be detailed, again in Chapter 4. 

3.3 Evaluating how local governments integrate the LNOB principle in their 
budget 

The third pillar in the operationalization of the LNOB principle is embedding it into municipal budget documents. 
Recalling section 2.3, there are several ways through which the LNOB principle can be integrated in local 
budgets. Also, it might be not integrated.  

Clearly, the predominant statutory duties of local governments across Europe include welfare provision and 
education-related services. Hence, it is mandatory for local governments to have budget shares allocated to 
initiatives that target left-behind groups, such as people with disabilities, income deprived, students with 
disabilities. This implies that the presence of budget shares devoted to left-behind groups is not a relevant 
element to evaluate the integration of the LNOB principle in municipal budget. Also, quantifying the amount of 
resources devoted to left-behind groups is outside the scope of the report, since it is determined by a range of 
factors that only partially overlap with the LNOB principle (national laws and policy decentralization, local policy 
agenda, public or private service provision, availability of local actors capable of contributing to specific actions, 
overall financial outlook of the municipalities). 

So, the analysis of the integration of the LNOB principle in municipal budget is performed by looking at the 
ways through which local governments transform (or not) their budget structure to accomplish the 
LNOB principle. Section 2.3 details that this point can be addressed in different ways: from a structural budget 
re-design to fully integrate the LNOB principle across the entire financial architecture to a more essential 
allocation of funds to specific budget items that relates to some left-behind groups. 

In line with the approaches used to identify the adopted policies and the monitoring strategies, the analysis on 
budget integration will then compare the choices done by local governments to identify patterns. First, it will be 
assessed whether budget documents refer or not to SDGs.  

Second, it will be assessed if these budget documents comprise also new budget frameworks explicitly 
designed to account for SDGs and LNOB.  

Third, in case that new budget frameworks for SDGs are implemented, it is assessed if they address all 
SDGs and/or SDG targets.  

Box 5 summarizes the proposed criteria for evaluating the operationalization of the LNOB in the local budgets. 
The recognized limited number of local governments engaged with SDG budgeting prevents further analysis of 
local governments divided in sub-groups. 
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Box 5: Criteria to evaluate LNOB operationalization in local budgets 

SDGs in 
budget 

documents 

New budget 
framework to 
account for 

SDGs and LNOB 

All SDGs 
integrated 
into new 
budget 

framework 

SDG targets 
integrated 
into new 
budget 

framework 

Selected SDGs 
integrated into 
new dedicated 

budget 
framework 

Stage of SDGs 
budgeting 
integration 

 

3.4 Typologies of analyzed documents 

Clearly, municipality are not obliged to specific disclosure processes regarding their local 2030 Agenda/SDG 
strategy. Hence, documents such as Local 2030 plans, VLRs, welfare plans, budget plans, were searched for 
and collected in a variety of ways. In case the selected municipality does not have a dedicated one-stop-shop 
for its local 2030/SDG strategy, documents were searched for and collected through the municipality website.  

The collected documents were reviewed to check the availability of the information detailed in the previous 
sections. Additionally, direct collaboration with a panel of local governments allowed to validate the information 
acquired through the retrieved documents as well as to acquire more detailed information. This second stage 
was implemented through a dedicated survey asking a subset of local governments in-depth questions on the 
operationalization of LNOB principle, including encountered challenges. The detailed survey is in the Appendix 
and results are discussed in Chapter 5.  

A further stage targeted the budgeting strategies. The integration of LNOB and SDGs in municipal budgets is a 
complex process, hence it is currently approached by a restricted number of local governments among the ones 
engaged in operationalization of SDGs (Eurocities, 2020). Some of the local governments addressed in this 
report belong to this restricted panel, hence their approaches were explored through specific interviews. The 
outcomes of this stage are detailed in Chapter 4. Table 3 details the involvement of local governments in the 
different stages of analysis. 

Table 3 Overview of the local governments involved in the different stages of the analysis on the operationalization of 
the LNOB principle 

 
Local authority Country Assessment of policy 

documents 
In depth-
Survey 

Follow-up focus on 
budget 

1. Bonn DE    
2. Mannheim DE    
3. Helsingborg SE    
4. Stockholm SE    
5. Utrecht NL    
6. Cascais PT    
7. Ghent BE    
8. Wien AT    
9. Gladsaxe DK    
10. Sønderborg DK    
11. Guldborgsund DK    
12. Espoo FI    
13. Vantaa FI    
14. Turku FI    
15. Bratislava SK    
16. Skiathos GR    
17. Asker NO    
18. Trondheim NO    
19. Jaen ES    
20. Madrid ES    
21. Niort FR    
22. Bolzano IT    
23. Bologna IT    
24. Firenze IT    

             = yes  

Source: author’s own elaboration  

Accountability and transparency are among the core principles of the 2030 Agenda in Europe (Niestroy et al., 
2019). They are necessary, although not sufficient, for effective participation of the civil society in the design, 
implementation and evaluation of SDG strategy, by disclosing information on challenges, actions and results. 



28 

As with accountability per se, the pursuit of effective participation is a fundamental element of the 2030 Agenda 
(Canzutti et al., 2020; SDGs Watchdog Austria, 2021).  

Therefore, document collection also considers the accountability perspective. In practical terms, it is assessed 
how the documents and information referred to by the local 2030 Agenda /SDG strategy are made available 
and if they are consistent with the statements made in the local 2030 Agenda /SDG strategy. For instance, 
documents could be accessible through dedicated web platform, open data or identifiable pages in the 
municipality website.  

Importantly, for civil society actors to effectively play their role in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda an 
enabling environment needs to be in place, which includes the monitoring activities of watchdogs especially to 
amplify the voices of the vulnerable, among other roles (UN-HR, 2019; Kanuri et al., 2016). To this regard, 
across Europe there is a network of SDG Watchdog organizations which are monitoring and reviewing the SDG 
implementation across all sectors in several member states (SDG Watch Europe, 2022). Looking at their 
reporting could provide information on civic society’s perspective on LNOB operationalization at the local level.  

3.5 The evaluation of the local operationalization of the LNOB principle 

Operationally, the investigation uses policy documents to assess each local authority in the case study on the 
three highlighted dimensions for LNOB operationalization:  

1. inclusion of LNOB in Local 2030 strategy (using the criteria detailed in 4.1)

2. monitoring (using the criteria detailed in 4.2)

3. budget integration (using the criteria detailed in 4.3).

A subset of local authorities is further analyzed through survey questions aimed at gathering evidence on 
challenges and opportunities related to the local LNOB operationalization. Finally, specific interviews with local 
authorities engaged in SDGs and LNOB budget integration allow to have detailed account of their approaches.  

The local authorities in the case study were selected using the criteria detailed in Chapter 2: geographic 
coverage, stage of adoption of local SDG strategy, degree of urbanization, structural characteristics of the 
Council, presence in SDG network.   
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4 Results 
This chapter presents several findings and insights from the case study analysis of the local governments listed 
in Table 3. First, the chapter details results in analysing local governments regarding the operationalization of 
the SDG strategy as a broader framework. This is done in section 5.1. Then, section 5.2 adopts a closer focus 
on the operationalization of the LNOB principle within the local SDG strategy. 

4.1 Overview of the local governments with respect to SDG operationalization 

A preliminary assessment of the selected local governments considers: 

— the country they belong to 

— the degree of urbanization (city, town, suburb, rural) 

— the institutional multi-level engagement in SDGs (country level, local level) 

— stage of SDG strategy implementation 

— council demography  

— belonging to SDG network 

Table 4 summarizes the outcome of this baseline classification. 
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Table 4 Classification of selected local governments according to local geographic, institutional and socioeconomic specificities 

Local 
authority 

Country 
Degree of 

urbanization 
(DEGURBA) 

Institutional multi-level engagement in SDGs 

Stage of 
implementation 

of local SDG 
strategy 

Council 
demograph

y 
Belongs to SDG networks 

Country 
engagement in 

SDGs 
Sub-national policy engagement in SDGs 

Local policy engagement 
in SDGs 

VNR 
Municipalities 

acknowledged as key 
actors in VNR 

Voluntary 
Sub-

national 
Review 

Local 
2030 

strategy 
VLR 

1. Bonn DE City      Early Adopter large  (international, national) 
2. Mannheim DE City      Early Adopter large  (international, national) 
3. Helsingborg SE City      Early Adopter medium  (international, national) 
4. Stockholm SE City      Early Adopter large  (international, national) 
5. Utrecht NL City   *   Middle Adopter large  (international, national) 
6. Cascais PT City      Early Adopter medium  (international, national) 
7. Ghent BE City      Early Adopter medium  (international, national) 
8. Wien AT City      Middle Adopter large  (international, national) 
9. Gladsaxe DK City      Early Adopter medium  (international, national) 

10. Sønderborg DK Town/Suburbs      Middle Adopter medium  (international, national) 
11. Guldborgsund DK Rural      Early Adopter medium  (national) 
12. Espoo FI City      Early Adopter large  (international, national) 
13. Vantaa FI City      Early Adopter large  (international, national) 
14. Turku FI City      Early Adopter large  (international, national) 
15. Bratislava SK City      Late Adopter medium  (international) 
16. Skiathos GR Rural      Early Adopter small  
17. Asker NO Town/Suburbs      Early Adopter medium  (international, national) 
18. Trondheim NO City      Early Adopter medium  (international, national) 
19. Jaen ES City      Early Adopter medium  (international, national) 
20. Madrid ES City      Early Adopter large  (international, national) 
21. Niort FR City      Early Adopter small  (international, national) 
22. Bolzano IT City      Middle Adopter large  (national) 
23. Bologna IT City      Middle Adopter medium  (international, national) 
24. Firenze IT City      Middle Adopter  medium  (international, national) 
DEGURBA map: https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/4337659/10382805/DEGURBA-LAU-2016-Population-Grid-2011.pdf 
Databases for VNRs: https://unece.org/unece-and-sdgs/sdgs-region; https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/vnrs/; Databases for VLRs: https://unhabitat.org/topics/voluntary-local-reviews; https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/sdgs/?lng=en 
Among international SDGs networks: Eurocities SDGs Taskforce, URBAN2030-II project, UNDP, U4SSC, UNECE, UN-Habitat, OECD Territorial Approach to SDGs, Unicef Child Friendly Cities, UNESCO Global Network of Learning Cities, 
WHO Global Network for Age-friendly Cities and Communities, VeniceCitySolutions2030, ESDN 
*The Dutch Voluntary Subnational review has been announced 

 = yes ;  = no

 Source: author’s own elaboration 

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/vnrs/
https://urban.jrc.ec.europa.eu/sdgs/?lng=en
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The first important consideration from table 4 is that all local governments, but Skiathos belong to at least one 
SDG network. Therefore, this dimension loses significance in clustering analysis, as it will determine a cluster with 23 
local governments about of 24. Hence, the proposed analysis summarized by Figure 7 cannot be addressed with this 
sample(9). 

Then, looking at tables 4, it is evident that the countries having Subnational Voluntary Reviews have only “Early adopter” 
municipalities, that is local governments having both a Local 2030 strategy and at least one VLR. Conversely, when 
the VNRs do not assign a key role to local governments, local governments are “Late adopters”, as in the case of 
Slovakia or Middle Adopters, as in the case of Italy. This could mean that the national level might work as a top-
down pushing factor for the local operationalization of SDGs. At the same time, also the opposite might 
be true, with local governments being a bottom-up pushing factor that stimulates the national level in 
developing multi-level SDG strategy.  

Being either a city, a town/suburb or a rural municipality does not appear to influence the stage of implementation of 
SDGs in the panel of local governments considered in this analysis. The two rural local governments –Guldborgsund 
and Skiathos- are both Early Adopters, whereas Middle Adopters are mainly cities except for Sønderborg. Clearly this 
feature must not be interpreted as general pattern, since this investigation (i) targets a restricted number of local 
governments and (ii) looking at the wider population of all local governments engaged with SDGs, the majority are not 
rural (PWC, 2021; Eurocities, 2020). At the same time, the evidence from the sample addressed in this report 
suggests that even if rurality might be a barrier limiting local governments from engaging with structured 
SDG strategy, this barrier can be overcome. This last point is corroborated by evidence from the Swedish and 
Norwegian Voluntary Subnational Reviews. If on the one hand they show that more urbanized areas are more 
advanced in SDG operationalization, on the other, they also acknowledge few examples of decentralized 
and small local governments that are progressing towards the SDGs (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; 
Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021). 

A final outcome from Table 4 is that Early adopters and Middle adopters are present in relevant shares 
between local governments with Large and Medium Councils. 

Figure 11 shows the distribution of the local governments considered in the case study according to their stage of SDG 
implementation, degree of urbanization, structural characteristics in term of council demography (annual budget, 
employees) and belonging to a SDG network. 

                                                        

(9) This outlook can be interpreted by considering the intense efforts done by institutions to engage local governments with SDGs also by means of 
networking projects. Further hints about the effect of networking on local SDGs operationalization can be found in country-level analysis on larger 
panel of local governments in Sweden, Denmark, Finland and The Netherlands (PWC, 2021; Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021; VNG 
International, 2018; PMO Finland, 2020; KL-Local Government Denmark, 2020). This growing evidence opens for future investigations of the impact 
of the different networking initiatives. 
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Figure 11 Overview of the distribution of the selected local governments according to stages of SDG strategy implementation, 
Degree of urbanization, Council demography (annual budget, employees), membership of SGDs networks 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

4.2 Patterns of operationalization of the LNOB principle in municipal strategies 

This section outlooks how local governments in the case study operate with respect to the relevant criteria for 
operationalizing the LNOB principle that have been detailed in Chapter 2. Operationalization is considered in three 
dimensions: embedding LNOB in the design of the Local 2030 strategy, the quantitative approach used to monitor the 
application of LNOB, the integration of LNOB in the municipal budget. 

4.2.1 Embedding LNOB in the design of Local 2030 strategy 

First, local governments are classified regarding their Local 2030 strategy design, which typically constitutes the 
overarching policy document for operationalizing SDGs (Ciambra et al., 2020).  This investigation relates to several 
criteria that have been introduced in Chapter 1 and further developed in Chapter 3 on methodology.  

The Local 2030 strategies are assessed considering: 

— Whether the LNOB principle is mentioned 

— Whether the SDGs that have a strong link with the municipal-level policy range and that refer to vulnerable 
groups are addressed (these SDGs are summarized in Table 2) 

— Whether the targets of these SDGs are addressed 

— Whether vulnerable groups identified in the Local 2030 go beyond the broad characterization provided by 
SDG documents, following the recommendations developed by researchers that are outlined in Chapter 3, 
section 1 
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— Whether the taxonomy of vulnerable groups identified in Chapter 3, section 1 is covered, given that this 
taxonomy covers left-behind groups suggested by the literature on SDGs and LNOB 

— Whether representatives of left-behind groups have been involved in the development of the Local 2030 

— Whether the Local 2030 has been developed through a cross-departmental design to account for multi-
dimensionality of deprivation.  

Results are outlined in Table 5. 

Table 5 Overview of Local 2030 strategies with respect to SDG and LNOB operationalization 

Local 
authority 

Early 
Adopter 

(EA), Middle 
Adopter 

(MA), Late 
Adopter 

(LA) 

LNOB 
in 

Local 
2030 

Local 2030 
addresses 

SDGs 
considered 

in the 
report 

Local 2030 
addresses 

SDG 
targets 

considered 
in the 
report 

Local 2030 
Consider 

more left-
behind group 
than SDGs 
framework 

(1) 

Local 
2030 

consider 
all left 
behind 
groups 

addressed 
in the 

report (2) 

Left-behind 
representatives 

involved 

Break 
silo 

approach 
in LNOB-
related 
policy 

Bonn EA     •   
Mannheim EA        
Helsingborg EA        
Stockholm EA     •   
Utrecht MA        
Cascais EA   •  •   
Ghent EA        
Wien MA     •   
Gladsaxe EA  • •  •   
Sønderborg MA   •  •   
Guldborgsund EA     •   
Espoo EA     •   
Vantaa EA     •   
Turku EA   •  •   
Bratislava LA     •   
Skiathos EA     •   
Asker EA  • •  •   
Trondheim EA     •   
Jaen EA   •  •   
Madrid EA   •  •   
Niort EA     •   
Bolzano MA     •   
Bologna MA   •  •   
Firenze MA     •   

     = yes ;  = no ; • = some 

(1) it is assessed whether the municipality addresses more groups than the ones identified as baseline in SDG document, where these baseline 
groups are children, youth, people with disabilities, people from ethnic minorities, elderly, refugees, migrants, women, income poor 

(2) these groups are children, youth, people with disabilities, people from ethnic minorities, elderly, refugees, migrants, women, income poor, LGBTQ+, 
homeless, people with mental health issues, displaced due to urban development 

Source: author’s own elaboration  

 

Figure 12 shows a graphical summary of how the considered local governments compare in terms of each dimension 
considered in Table 5. 
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Figure 12 Distribution of the local governments considered in the report for each dimension considered in Table 5 

 
These graphs map how each local government considers each dimension for the operationalization of the LNOB principle in its Local 2030 Agenda. 
Each dimension corresponds to a radar graph. In each radar graph, a local authority has value 1 when it fully addresses the considered dimension, 
0.5 when it partially addresses the dimension, 0 if it does not address the dimension 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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From Table 5 and Figure 12, it appears that local governments are both aware and committed towards the 
LNOB principle, since they generally account for it in their Local 2030 strategy. Commitment towards the LNOB 
principle is also corroborated by the association of policy and actions to the relevant SDGs. 

Currently, most local governments do not go beyond SDGs: relevant SDG targets are addressed by few local 
governments such as Ghent and Turku. Reading Vantaa’s VLR, it emerges that SDG targets are not addressed since 
they are not considered effective in guiding the operations of the municipality. Vantaa identifies the need of developing 
sub-goals suitable for Finnish conditions, which Finnish local governments and cities could use to support the planning 
and evaluation of their own activities (Vantaa Municipality, 2021). The Norwegian Voluntary Subnational Review shows 
that the majority of Norwegian local governments does not go beyond the goal level (Kommunesektorens 
Organisasjon, 2021). Asker has formulated some very specific targets that relate to challenges that are not specifically 
expressed in the UN targets (Asker Municipality, 2020)(10). Madrid has designed its own set of targets adapting some 
of the SDG target to the local context (City of Madrid, 2021). 

In some cases, such as Gladsaxe, the municipality is addressing a subset of 7 SDGs since these are seen as the ones 
that can contribute to the development of Gladsaxe(11) (Gladsaxe, 2021). At the same time, the municipality has policies 
targeting spatial inequality among neighborhoods(12), poverty, ethnic diversity and immigrants(13) which relate to SDGs 
that are not addressed in Gladsaxe’s VLR.  

When it comes to the identification of left-behind groups, approaches are mixed. Some local governments 
adopt a broader perspective than the baseline account, as in the case of Helsingborg, Ghent, Espoo, Turku and 
Utrecht. In doing so, several local governments cover the entire taxonomy proposed in this report. This is the 
case of Mannheim, Helsingborg, Ghent and Utrecht.  

The majority of the considered local governments does not consider one or more vulnerable group in the 
Local 2030 strategy event if these groups are present locally and addressed by local policy actions. This 
happens for LGBTQ+, homeless people, refugees and people displaced due to urban development. Many 
municipalities do not address refugees even if they are recognized as vulnerable group by SDG documents from 
international institutions (14). Notably refugees are not addressed by any Finnish municipality in the Local 2030 
documents, at the same time refugees are addressed by ad-hoc Welfare and Health policy initiatives in each of the 
three local governments (City of Turku, 2017)(15). The same holds for many other local governments considered in the 
report, such as Stockholm (City of Stockholm, 2017; City of Stockholm, 2017; City of Stockholm, 2018; City of 
Stockholm, 2018) Madrid(16), Asker, Cascais, Gladsaxe, Niort, Skiathos. LGBTQ+ are another scarcely addressed group 
in Local 2030 Agendas. Regarding homeless people, again they represent a group with limited coverage in the Local 
2030 Agendas analysed in this report. At the same time, it must be stressed that the local governments that consider 
them have implemented novel monitoring approaches to provide estimations for their size at the local level also 
through dedicated surveys, as in the case of Utrecht and Ghent (Hermans, Vermeir, and Samyn, 2021; City of Ghent, 
2021). These surveys also cover loneliness, a highly relevant topic increasingly addressed by institutions (Baarck et al., 
2021). Notably, Ghent considers the largest set of vulnerable groups, adding energy deprived and transport 
deprived to the taxonomy proposed in this report (City of Ghent, 2020; City of Ghent, 2021).  

While all local governments engaged in stakeholders’ consultation/inclusion in the development and 
implementation of the Local 2030, only few of them pursue the involvement of representatives of the 
different left-behind groups. An example is Mannheim, which has developed its Local 2030 strategy including 
specific participatory events on vulnerability, diversity and inclusion, also by encouraging stakeholders to organize 
them (City of Mannheim, 2021; OECD, 2020). Similarly, Bonn, Cascais and Wien have several participatory processes 
dedicated to vulnerable groups, such as migrants and people with disabilities (Wien City Administration, 2019; City of 
Bonn, 2018; Câmara Municipal de Cascais, 2021). Also, Bonn and Cascais have included in their SDG monitoring 
indicators metrics to assess the effectiveness of these participatory processes (City of Bonn, 2018; Câmara Municipal 
de Cascais, 2021). Conversely, Madrid has established a participatory approach aimed also at monitoring the indicators 
measuring progress towards SDGs (City of Madrid, 2021). As detailed in Chapter 1, engaging left-behind groups is 
relevant for operationalizing the LNOB principle, since their contribution benefits the account of needs and 

                                                        
(10) https://www.asker.kommune.no/asker-mot-2030/fns-barekraftsmal/askers-work-on-the-sdgs/from-global-goals-to-local-action/ 
(11) SDGs are: Quality Education, Decent Work and Economic Growth, Sustainable Cities and Communities, Good Health and Well-Being, Responsible 

Consumption and Production, Climate Action and Partnerships for the Goals 
(12) https://gladsaxe.dk/kommunen/politik/planer-politikker-og-visioner/tvaergaaende/social-balance-i-gladsaxe 
(13) https://gladsaxe.dk/Files//Files/Faelles-dokumenter/Planer-politikker-visioner/SSF/Integrationspolitik-2017.pdf 
(15) i.a.https://www.espoo.fi/fi/tukea-arkeen;https://www.espoo.fi/fi/pakolaisten-kotoutumispalvelut;https://www.espoo.fi/fi/tukea-arkeen; 

https://www.vantaa.fi/fi/palveluhakemisto/palvelu/tukea-kotoutumiseen#tab-introduction 
(16) https://www.madrid.es/portales/munimadrid/es/Inicio/Buscador/Madrid-comprometida-con-la-ayuda-a-las-personas-

refugiadas/?vgnextfmt=default&vgnextoid=7d2fd9142f676610VgnVCM2000001f4a900aRCRD&vgnextchannel=7db8fc12aa936610VgnVC
M1000008a4a900aRCRD 

https://www.espoo.fi/fi/tukea-arkeen
https://www.espoo.fi/fi/pakolaisten-kotoutumispalvelut;https:/www.espoo.fi/fi/tukea-arkeen
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vulnerabilities as well as the detection of hard-to-reach population. The greatly untapped potential of active 
involvement of key stakeholders is recognized as open challenge also by some country SDG reviews 
(Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021) as well as by Local 2030 and VLR (Asker Municipality, 2021). Notably, 
Trondheim is currently engaged in co-designing with citizens and stakeholders its new municipal strategic masterplan 
which is aligned with SDGs(17). 

Finally, Table 5 shows that nearly all local governments pursue a cross-sectoral approach in the design and 
implementation of the Local 2030. This feature is particularly relevant, since it enables multi-dimensional 
approaches, also regarding deprivation policy. This point is corroborated by some VLRs which outline patterns of 
covariation between specific municipal policies and multiple SDGs, as in the case of Stockholm, Madrid, Jaén and Niort 
(Ville de Niort, 2020; City of Stockholm, 2021; City of Madrid, 2021; Herrador Lindes, Mesa, and Fernández Moreno, 
2020). This approach relates to the literature and the methodology to map SDG interlinkages (18). Trondheim 
has co-designed a new framework for organizing the Council structure to progress towards SDGs (Tanum, Mjøen, 
Berthelsen, Reeves & Solhaug Næss, 2020) 

Operationalizing the LNOB principle in 2030 Agenda and the stage of implementation of the local SDG strategy. As 
detailed in Chapter 3 and summarized by Figure 4, it is important to check if the operationalization of SDGs changes 
between local governments in different stages of implementation (Ciambra, 2021; PWC, 2021; Eurocities, 2020). Table 
6 illustrates the detailed account of this clustering and Figures 13-14 its graphic summary. 

Table 6 Comparison of Local 2030 strategies with respect to SDGs and LNOB operationalization for local governments having 
the same stage of implementation of local SDG strategy: Early Adopter group, Middle Adopter group (Late Adopter excluded as 
there is only one local authority in the group) 

Local 
authority 

Early Adopter 
(EA), Middle 

Adopter (MA), 
Late Adopter 

(LA) 

LNOB 
in 

Local 
2030 

Local 
2030 

addresses 
SDGs 

considered 
in the 
report 

Local 2030 
addresses 

SDG 
targets 

considered 
in the 
report 

Local 2030 
consider 

more left-
behind 

group than 
SDG 

framework 

Local 2030 
consider 
all left 
behind 
groups 

addressed 
in the 
report 

Left-behind 
representatives 

involved 

Break silo 
approach 
in LNOB-
related 
policy 

Bonn EA     •   

Mannheim EA        
Helsingborg EA        
Stockholm EA     •   

Cascais EA   •  •   

Ghent EA        
Gladsaxe EA  • •  •   

Guldborgsund EA     •   

Espoo EA      •   
Vantaa EA     •   
Turku EA   •  •   
Skiathos EA     •   
Asker EA  • •  •   
Trondheim EA     •   

Jaen EA   •  •   

Madrid EA   •  •   

Niort EA     •   

Bolzano MA     •   

Bologna MA   •  •   

Firenze MA     •   

Utrecht MA        
Wien MA     •   
Sønderborg MA   •  •   

   = yes ;  = no ; • = some   

Source: Author’s elaboration 

                                                        
(17) https://borgerkraft.no/processes/samfunnsplan 
(18) https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/intro-interlinkages 
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Figure 13 Distribution of the Early Adopter local governments considered in the report for each dimension detailed in the columns 
of Table 6 

 
These graphs map how each local government considers each dimension for the operationalization of the LNOB principle in tis Local 2030 

Agenda. Each dimension corresponds to a radar graph. In each radar graph, a local authority has value 1 when it fully addresses the considered 
dimension, 0.5 when it partially addresses the dimension, 0 if it does not address the dimension 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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Figure 14 Distribution of the Middle Adopter local governments considered in the report for each dimension detailed in the columns 
of Table 6 

 
These graphs map how each local government considers each dimension for the operationalization of the LNOB principle in tis Local 2030 

Agenda. Each dimension corresponds to a radar graph. In each radar graph, a local authority has value 1 when it fully addresses the considered 
dimension, 0.5 when it partially addresses the dimension, 0 if it does not address the dimension 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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From Table 6 and Figures 13-14 it appears that the stage of implementation of SDG strategy does not seem 
to influence the acknowledgement of the LNOB principle in the Local 2030 strategy. The same apply for 
addressing in the SDGs that relates the most to the LNOB principle in the 2030 Agenda, the choice which left-behind 
groups to address and involving left-behind groups into the design and implementation of the Local 2030. This can be 
easily detected comparing the two top graphs in Figure 13 and 14. Regarding the other dimensions, both Early Adopters 
and Middle Adopters display variability in their approaches with no clear pattern. 

A final note on the relationship between the stage of SDG implementation and operationalizing the LNOB principle 
regards the case of Niort. The local government publishes its Sustainable Development Reports from 2012 onwards(19) 
and by reviewing them it is possible to see that reporting has moved from a broad mapping of goals to specific policy 
action to a more thorough alignment of policies to SDG goals and several targets, which also provides for association 
between policies and multiple goals.  

Operationalizing the LNOB principle in 2030 Agenda in local governments belonging to the same country. This analysis 
allows checking whether there are common patterns within countries having more than one municipality in the case-
studies. Table 7 outlines the clustering exercise and Figure 15 summarizes it graphically. 

Table 7 Comparison of Local 2030 strategies with respect to SDGs and LNOB operationalization for local governments belonging 
to the same country 

Local 
authority Country 

Early 
Adopter 

(EA), 
Middle 

Adopter 
(MA), 
Late 

Adopter 
(LA) 

LNOB 
in 

Local 
2030 

Local 2030 
addresses 

SDGs 
considered 

in the 
report 

Local 2030 
addresses 

SDG 
targets 

considered 
in the 
report 

Local 2030 
Consider 

more left-
behind 

group than 
SDG 

framework 

Local 2030 
Consider 
all left 
behind 
groups 

addressed 
in the 
report 

Left-
behind 

represen-
tatives 

involved 

Break silo 
approach in 

LNOB-related 
policy 

Bonn DE EA         •      
Mannheim DE EA                 
Helsingborg SE EA               
Stockholm SE EA        •      
Gladsaxe DK EA   • •  •     
Sønderborg DK MA      •  •     
Guldborgsund DK EA      •     
Espoo FI EA        •     
Vantaa FI EA        •     
Turku FI EA      •  •     
Asker NO EA   • •  •     
Trondheim NO EA              
Jaen ES EA      •  •     
Madrid ES EA      •  •    
Bolzano IT MA          •     
Bologna IT MA    •  •     
Firenze IT MA        •     
= yes ;  = no ; • = some 

Source: Author’s elaboration 

(19) Niort Sustainable Development Reports are accessible here: https://www.vivre-a-niort.com/mairie/developpement-durable/niort-durable-
2030/index.html

https://www.vivre-a-niort.com/mairie/developpement-durable/niort-durable-2030/index.html
https://www.vivre-a-niort.com/mairie/developpement-durable/niort-durable-2030/index.html
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Figure 15 Approach to LNOB operationalization in Local 2030 strategy across local governments belonging to the same country. 
German Swedish, Danish, Norwegian, Finnish, Spanish and Italian municipalities.  

These graphs map how each local government considers each dimension for the operationalization of the LNOB principle in tis Local 2030 
Agenda. Each dimension corresponds to a radar graph. In each radar graph, a local authority has value 1 when it fully addresses the considered 

dimension, 0.5 when it partially addresses the dimension, 0 if it does not address the dimension 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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From Table 7 and Figure 15 it is straightforward to notice that German local governments display similar patterns 
in all the considered dimensions, but the list of left-behind groups addressed in their Local 2030 Agenda. The same 
applies to Spanish municipalities, which differ among themselves only regarding the involvement of left-behind 
groups. Finnish local governments have a quite similar approach as well, since they differ only on SDG targets 
operationalization and in the choice of left-behind groups. Italian local governments are as well behaving alike, 
differing only about the inclusion of the LNOB principle and in the inclusion of SDG targets. On the contrary, Danish 
local governments display the higher level of variability in their operationalization of the LNOB principle in their 
2030 Agenda, having the same approach only about the choice of left-behind groups, the approach towards 
involvement of left-behind groups and cross-departmental perspective in addressing vulnerable groups.  

 

Operationalizing the LNOB principle in 2030 Agenda in local governments having the same Council structural 
characteristics (annual budget and number of employees, as illustrated in 2.4).  

Having only two Small governments in the sample, comparison considers only medium and large governments. From 
Figure 16, it appears that there are two relevant differences between Large and Medium governments. First, Medium 
governments address SDG targets that pertain the most to left-behind groups at the local level more 
frequently than Large governments. Conversely, Large governments greatly outperform Medium ones the 
involvement of left-behind groups.  

Although limited and preliminary, this evidence seems to corroborate the assumption that the governments do not 
need to be large to be effective in pursuing LNOB.  

Figure 16 LNOB operationalization in Local 2030 strategy between Large and Medium governments in terms of their Council 
structural characteristics 

 
Source: author’s own elaboration 

Operationalizing the LNOB principle in 2030 Agenda in local governments with different degrees of urbanization (as 
illustrated in 2.3).  

In the considered sample, only four local governments out of 20 are either rural or town/suburbs. The only local 
government that does not explicitly mention the LNOB principle in its Local 2030 belongs to the group of 
rural local (Guldborgsund). Also, the only local government that do not refer to cross-departmental 
approach in designing policy for vulnerable group is the other rural local government (Skiathos). On the 
other features, there are no meaningful differences between cities, towns/suburbs and rural places. 

 

Operationalizing the LNOB principle in 2030 Agenda: main findings. The main findings on the operationalization of the 
LNOB principle in Local 2030 Agenda can be summarized as follows. 

1. Operationalization of the LNOB principle is generally done addressing all SDGs that pertain to 
vulnerable groups at the local level.  
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2. The SDG targets are scarcely addressed and there is evidence from some local governments suggesting
that SDG targets are not seen as appropriate for the local level. At the same time, some local governments
are engaged in developing context-specific targets, to provide a more refined accounting of progress
towards inclusivity than the one enabled by the broad SDG level.

3. There are vulnerable groups that are largely absent in local SDG documents even if these groups
are (i) acknowledged as relevant in terms of LNOB principle and (ii) actually addressed by
municipal policies. This is evident in the case of refugees, LGBTQ+ and, to a lower frequency,
homeless people.

4. Several local governments are addressing people displaced by urban development in
operationalizing the LNOB principle, even if these people are not included in the baseline list of
vulnerable groups in SDG documents.

5. Local governments appear to lag behind in the involvement of left-behind groups in designing
their SDG strategy and this limit a comprehensive understanding of barriers and needs of vulnerable groups
as well as accurate count of “invisible” groups.

6. Both local SDG documents and the other municipal documents addressing vulnerable groups from the
considered local governments extensively detail a consolidating cross-departmental approach in policy
design and implementation. This feature is extremely relevant because it enables the development of
multi-dimensionality in addressing deprivation.

The stage of implementation of SDG does not seem to influence the approach adopted by local governments. 
Considering country-specific patterns, it seems that they might be at work for some countries, such as Germany, Spain 
and Finland. This last point deserves further investigation. These three countries assign a strong relevance to local 
governments in progressing towards SDGs also in national strategies. In doing so, these countries have onboarded 
local governments in the design of the National 2030 Agendas and VNRs (Gobierno de Espana. Ministerio de Derechos 
Sociale y Agenda 2030, 2021; German Federal Government, 2021; PMO Finland, 2020). This approach, also supported 
by the development of common toolboxes such as the “SDG indicators for German municipalities” (Jossin and Peters, 
2021), could have stimulated the build-up of shared visions and approaches among municipalities. This suggestion 
appears to be corroborated by the fact that Denmark has the local governments displaying the most different 
approaches and a National 2030 Agenda that values local distinctive approaches also in the choice of SDGs (Danish 
Ministry of Finance, 2021). Large councils relate to higher engagement of left-behind groups, while Medium 
council appears more prone to address SDG targets. 

4.2.2 Quantitative monitoring of LNOB in the Local 2030 strategy 

Effective operationalizing LNOB implies monitoring how policy initiatives contribute to leaving no one behind at the 
local level. A municipality can choose no monitoring, monitoring through qualitative follow-up, monitoring through 
quantitative indicators.  

Among these approaches, the quantitative one is the focus of this report given its acknowledged importance in the 
SDG framework (UNECE, 2021; Siragusa et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). Given this focus, local governments are 
assessed considering whether they: 

— provide evaluation of the LNOB-related policies in Local 2030 documents, such as number of referrals to 
services and amount of subsidies 

— monitor the size of left-behind groups in Local 2030 strategy 

— use SDG quantitative indicators in monitoring both left-behind groups and policies in Local 2030 strategy 

— use multi-dimensional measures for deprivation, as recommended by scholars and practitioners  

— use measures for deprivation capable of capturing substantial differences among the poor (going beyond the 
“average curse”) 

— have measures to capture invisible groups such as homeless people, refugees 

— have a monitoring platform available for the general public. 

The resulting classification is detailed in Table 8 and summarized in Figure 17.  Figure 17 shows the frequency of 
adoption by local governments of each considered dimension. 
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Table 8 Overview of the quantitative approaches used by local governments in monitoring LNOB in their Local 2030 strategies 

Local 
authority 

Early 
Adopter (EA), 

Middle 
Adopter 

(MA), Late 
Adopter (LA) 

Evaluate 
LNOB-
related 

policies in 
Local 2030 
documents 

Monitor left-
behind 

groups in 
Local 2030 

strategy 

SDG 
quantitative 
indicators 

Quantitativ
e multi-

dimensional 
measures 

for 
deprivation 

Quantitative 
measures 

going 
beyond the 
“average 

curse 

Quantitative 
measures for 

invisibles 

Monitoring 
platform 

Bonn EA        
Mannheim EA        
Helsingborg EA        
Stockholm EA        
Utrecht MA        
Cascais EA        
Ghent EA        
Wien MA        
Gladsaxe EA        
Sønderborg MA        
Guldborgsund EA        
Espoo EA        
Vantaa EA        
Turku EA        
Bratislava LA        
Skiathos EA      •  
Asker EA      •  
Trondheim EA        
Jaen EA      •  
Madrid EA        
Niort EA        
Bolzano MA        
Bologna MA        
Firenze MA        
= yes ;  = no

Source: author’s own elaboration 

Figure 17 Summary of the frequency of each dimension in the local approaches to monitoring LNOB principle in SDG strategy 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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From Table 8 and Figure 17, it appears nearly all considered local governments complement the design of 
actions targeting LNOB with an evaluation process, either qualitative or quantitative or mixed (91.67% of the 
sample). Also, this evaluation process monitors into details the different vulnerable groups and the policies addressing 
them for 79.17% of the sample.  

87.5% of local governments adopt quantitative indicators developed with SDG framework. To this regard, there 
is a lot of heterogeneity in the choice of indicators. This variability can be explained by the wide availability of 
indicators, which have been designed by international institutions such as UN, European Commission, OECD, national 
institutions, and umbrella organizations of municipalities(20). Notably, there are local governments developing their own 
indicators. This is the case for Helsingborg, which has developed its own quantitative indicators, with the support of a 
Swedish research institute(21). Sønderborg is working within the “Our Goal” project which aims to establish the 
supplementary Danish indicators for the world goals (Sønderborg Kommune, 2021). Also Ghent, Gladsaxe Mannheim 
and Utrecht use their own indicators, designed exploiting several sources: national official statistics, government 
agency statistics, municipal statistics, provincial statistics (City of Ghent, 2020; City of Utrecht, 2018; Gladsaxe, 2020). 
Mannheim has designed a set of indicators that goes beyond measuring SDG implementation at the local level, to 
measure the global reach of actions done in Mannheim(22) (City of Mannheim, 2021) and in doing so it has developed 
a set of indicators selecting among Global SDG indicators and metrics on Mannheim coming from national, regional 
and local statistics (City of Mannheim, 2018). Asker sees national indicators as particularly effective for local 
benchmarking within the same country, thus allowing for effective measures of the contribution of local governments 
to national efforts towards SDGs(23). Wien has developed an Integration Monitor providing trends for vulnerable groups 
within the city which combines European, national and regional official statistics, administrative data from the City of 
Wien, Urban survey data and microcensus data for those indicators that are formed according to characteristics that 
are either not available in register data or that need data that are combined from various sources(24). 

54.17% of local governments adopt multi-dimensional metrics for deprivation. These metrics range from 
matching poverty with characteristics of the urban fabric to composite measures for ethnicity, income and several 
barriers to education. This relevant share could be linked to the widely adoption of cross-departmental approach in the 
design of 2030 Agenda detailed in the previous section. According to existing research on the LNOB principle, the cross-
departmental perspective enables targeting deprivation as a multi-dimensional issue.  

Only 16.7% of the considered local governments is addressing the measurement shortcomings inherent 
to using metrics based on average values, suggesting that there is room for improvement. Local 
governments adopting metrics which go beyond average values mainly adopt measures for the most deprived 
segments of the society, as suggested by the P20 initiative (Randel, 2017). Other appropriate metrics used are the 
one that maps barriers as suggested by Savic et al, (2020). For instance, some local governments have designed 
metrics of enrolment of female students by ethnic groups, which are then compared, since ethnicity might entail 
cultural barriers preventing women from accessing education notwithstanding the family income. 

The majority of considered local governments is engaged in accounting for invisible groups, mainly 
regarding homeless people. It is interesting to relate this piece of evidence with previous works targeting European 
capital cities and large metropolitan areas, which highlighted a limited commitment by large cities in monitoring 
homeless people (Lafortune et al., 2019). Comparing this previous evidence with the one presented in this report which 
mainly covers local governments that are neither capital cities nor large metropolitan areas, it emerges that the latter 
are more engaged in counting homeless people. This point might suggest that municipal ranking does not relate to 
more advanced operationalization of the LNOB principle. Also, this finding aligns with novel evidence on homelessness 
across Europe which also suggests that smaller urban areas might be effective in prevention policies (van Heerden, 
Proietti, and Iodice, 2022).  

                                                        
(20) For instance, the Swedish Association of Local Governments and Regions (SALAR) is working with RKA, the Council for the promotion of local 

government analyses (Rådet för främjande av kommunala analyser), in developing indicators for the Swedish context. Also, in The Netherlands, 
VNG (The Association of Netherlands Municipalities) and Waarstaatjegemeente managed indicators and a monitoring dashboard on the local 
implementation of SDGs. The initiative has been discontinued because it did not match with the needs of the local governments and the 
objectives of VNG, especially in terms of mutual comparison between the local governments(VNG Waarstaatjegemeente, 2020). The 
Association of German Cities together with the Bertelsmann Foundation and other actors has designed indicators for mapping and monitoring 
SDG implementation across German local governments(www.wegweiser-kommune.de) 

(21) https://helsingborg.se/kommun-och-politik/h22/stadens-innovationer/helsingborg-slutar-att-gissa/ 
(22) The global reach of Mannheim Local 2030 strategy is described as both direct and indirect in the city’s VLR. An example of direct reach is  

international cooperation project between Mannheim and another town. One example of indirect global is that the city of Mannheim is only  
buying stones for paving streets that are guaranteed not to involve child labour somewhere else in the world.  

(23) https://pub.framsikt.net/2022/nyeasker/bm-2022-vedtatt_handlingsprogram_2022-2025/#/ 
(24) https://www.wien.gv.at/spezial/integrationsmonitor2020/ueberblick-und-einleitung/methode-und-umsetzung/#6 
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Less than 50% of local governments implement monitoring platforms available for the public. Among 
existing monitoring platforms, Bolzano, Ghent and Utrecht provide the most comprehensive tools, having dashboard 
with data covering SDGs and targets for multiple years. In these three dashboards, data are also available for 
download(25). Bonn and Mannheim are partly monitored in the platform(26) developed by the Association of German 
Cities together with the Bertelsmann Foundation and other actors. However, this platform compares German across 
indicators that only partially coincide with the ones used by Bonn and Mannheim in operationalizing their SDG strategy 
and LNOB principle. Madrid publishes a static monitoring report(27). Wien has developed an Integration Monitor 
containing several indicators that relate to the LNOB principle and SDGs, although the Monitor does not mention the 
SDGs(28). Some of the indicators available through the monitor are households at risk of poverty, unemployment, job 
precariousness, young people not in employment, education or training also with multi-dimensional perspective. The 
Wien platform also contains indicators for multidimensional deprivation, as young people not in employment, education 
or training depending on their migration background and their gender. Cascais and Bologna provide some form of “soft 
monitoring”, since they provide a limited set of static and aggregate measures for the progress towards SDGs. 
Importantly, available monitoring platforms provide data that are not characterized by ethical concerns on anonymity, 
since they provide figures regarding the evolution of the indicators used in VLRs and/or local policies.  

 

Measuring (or not) relative deprivation.  

A relevant recommendation on measuring progress towards the LNOB principle is accounting for relative measures for 
deprivation. As detailed in Chapter 1, operationalizing the LNOB principle in the European context should include a 
focus on people that are left behind relative to context-specific standards (Calderon, 2021; Klasen and Fleurbaey, 
2019).  

More than 70% of the local governments analysed in this report adopt some measures for relative deprivation, as 
outlined by Figure 18. 

Figure 18 Distribution of local governments according to their approach to measuring relative deprivation in their local SDGs 
strategy 

 

 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

 

Table 9 provides more details on this issue, showing which contexts are chosen by local governments in measuring 
relative deprivation.  

Notably, 50% of local governments accounts for relative deprivation by measuring territorial disparities across their 
neighbourhoods or districts. This is done using spatial data also collected through urban surveys on topics such as 

                                                        
(25) Bolzano dashboard: https://astat.provinz.bz.it/barometro/upload/sdg/html/it/index.html; Ghent dashboard: 

https://gent.buurtmonitor.be/dashboard/dashboard/gezondheid; Utrecht dashboard: 
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/onderzoek.utrecht/viz/DashboardGezondStedelijkLevenvoorIedereenenGlobalGoalsgemeenteUtrecht202
0/inleiding 

(26) https://sdg-portal.de 
(27)https://www.madrid.es/UnidadesDescentralizadas/FondosEuropeos/madrid_es/AGENDA2030/Especial%20Informativo/Cap%C3%ADtulos/Seguimi

ento%20de%20la%20estrategia/Documentos/INFORME%20SEGUIMIENTO%20ODS%20FINAL%202015_2020.pdf 
(28) https://www.wien.gv.at/spezial/integrationsmonitor2020/ 
 

https://astat.provinz.bz.it/barometro/upload/sdg/html/it/index.html
https://gent.buurtmonitor.be/dashboard/dashboard/gezondheid
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mental health and perceived discrimination. These local governments are beyond some limitations in operationalizing 
the LNOB principle that are largely observed in capital cities and metropolitan areas, where the distribution of 
deprivation within the city is not thoroughly addressed (Lafortune et al., 2019). 

The other way to account for relative deprivation from the local governments in the case study is comparing local 
metrics with figures from: 

—similar cities 

—the region of belonging 

—national level. 

Interestingly, nearly 50% of local governments combine both approaches by measuring relative deprivation across 
neighbourhoods as well as relative to comparable cities, the regional and the national outlookTable 9 presents a focus 
on the approach adopted by the considered local governments about measuring deprivation also in relative terms. 

Table 9 Summary of local authority approaches to relative deprivation in local SDG strategy 

Early Adopter (EA), 
Middle Adopter (MA), 

Late Adopter (LA) 
Metrics for relative deprivation 

Bonn EA  
Mannheim EA  
Helsingborg EA  (Supra-municipal)
Stockholm EA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Utrecht MA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Cascais EA  
Ghent EA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Wien MA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Gladsaxe EA  
Sønderborg MA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Guldborgsund EA  
Espoo EA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Vantaa EA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Turku EA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Bratislava LA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Skiathos EA  
Asker EA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Trondheim EA  (Supra municipal, neighbourhood)
Jaen EA  (Supra municipal)
Madrid EA  (neighbourhood) 
Niort EA  
Bolzano MA  (Supra-municipal)
Bologna MA  (Supra-municipal)
Firenze MA  (Supra-municipal)
Supra-municipal relative measures for deprivation are comparison of the municipal figures against one 
or more of the following: figures from similar local governments within the same country; regional 
figures; national figures; figures from similar local governments within Europe  
 = yes ;  = no

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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Local and national operationalization of the LNOB principle through monitoring. 

Table 10 maps observed references between the indicators relating to vulnerable groups in the VLRs produced by the 
local governments in the case study and indicators relating to vulnerable groups produced by VNRs and by national 
statistics, to collect evidence on the link between local and national operationalization of the LNOB principle through 
monitoring. From the table, it appears that most local governments in the sample do not exploit indicators from the 
VNRs.  

Table 10 How VLRs in the case study refer (or not) to indicators on left-behind groups from VNR 

Local 
authority 

VLRs mention some 
LNOB indicators 

from VNR 

Although not mentioning them, 
VLR has used LNOB indicators 

from VNR(1) 

VLRs compares LNOB 
local indicator with 

national one 
Bonn  na  
Mannheim  na  
Helsingborg    
Stockholm    
Cascais na  
Ghent    
Gladsaxe  na  
Guldborgsund    
Sønderborg    
Espoo  na  
Vantaa    
Turku    
Skiathos na  
Asker    
Trondheim  
Jaen  na  
Madrid    
Niort  na  
Florence  na  
 = yes ;  = no 

Source: author’s own elaboration> 

(1) information from the survey to local governments; na: information not available

A final relevant point is about the untapped data potential that local governments are not currently using in monitoring 
the LNOB principle. By reviewing the bulks of municipal policy documents targeting vulnerable groups, it emerges that 
local governments already produce high volumes of quantitative metrics on vulnerable groups that are 
currently not used in the monitoring of the local SDG strategies (29). An interesting approach to untapping the 
data potential of local governments could be represented by the novel set of SDG indicators developed by the City of 
Helsingborg hinges the established set of metrics used by the municipality in monitoring its urban strategy(30). 

Monitoring the LNOB principle and the stage of implementation of the local SDG strategy. 

As done with the assessment of the operationalization of LNOB in the design of Local 2030 strategies, monitoring 
approaches are analyzed clustering local governments considering the stage of implementation of local SDG strategy. 
Figure 19 illustrates this first clustering. 

(29) For instance, this is true for the composite metrics measuring multidimensional deprivation in the Elderly, NEET and disability policy action 
plans of the City of Stockholm (City of Stockholm, 2017c, 2018a, 2021a). The same applies to the Plan for Equal Opportunities of the City
of Helsingborg (Helsingborg Municipality, 2022). Also, Vantaa’s Children policy (Vantaa Municipality, 2021) and Equality and anti-
discrimination policy (Vantaa Municipality, 2022), the Espoo’s Homeless policy (https://www.espoo.fi/fi/asumistaloussosiaalityon-hanke-atso) 
and the Gulborgsund Social policy (https://dagsordener.guldborgsund.dk/vis?id=af4198ea-7837-4a84-86f5-
4b2a75e41423&fritekst=hjeml%C3%B8se).

(30) These indicators have been developed to monitor the 2016-ongoing Quality-of-Life Programme (https://helsingborg.se/kommun-och-
politik/helsingborg-2035/hallbar-utveckling/helsingborgs-livskvalitetsprogram/).

https://www.espoo.fi/fi/asumistaloussosiaalityon-hanke-atso
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Figure 19 Comparison of approaches between Early Adopters and Middle Adopters in monitoring of LNOB principle in their local 
SDG strategy  

Source: author’s own elaboration 

It is straightforward to notice that Early Adopters are not outperforming Middle Adopters in any monitoring 
dimension. On the contrary, Middle Adopters appear more engaged than Early Adopters in terms of adopting 
measures that go beyond the “average curse” and in implementing public monitoring platforms. In all other 
dimensions, Early Adopters and Middle Adopters have mainly the same approach.  

Monitoring the LNOB principle in local governments belonging to the same country 

The second clustering considers local governments on their country of belonging and it is summarized in Figure 20. it 
shows that Germany has local governments with the same approach across all the considered dimensions. The same 
applies to Finland. Also Sweden, Spain and Italy have local governments that tend to behave similarly regarding 
monitoring. Swedish local governments differ only in terms of adopting multi-dimensional measures for deprivation. 
Spanish local governments have different behaviours regarding measuring invisibles and creating a public monitoring 
platform. The Italian ones differ regarding multi-dimensional measures for deprivation and the creation of a monitoring 
platform.  

Danish local governments display the highest level of variability in monitoring approaches. This fact adds to the highest 
level of variability displayed by the same local governments in the operationalization of the LNOB principle in the 2030 
Agenda.  



49 

Figure 20 Approaches in monitoring of LNOB principle in local governments belonging to the same country 

These graphs map how each local authority considers each dimension for the operationalization of the LNOB principle in tis Local 2030 Agenda. 
Each dimension corresponds to a radar graph. In each radar graph, a local authority has value 1 when it fully addresses the considered dimension, 

0.5 when it partially addresses the dimension, 0 if it does not address the dimension 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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Monitoring the LNOB principle in local governments having the same Council structural characteristics 

By grouping local governments according to the structural characteristics of the Council, it appears that relevant 
differences emerge in the adoption of multidimensional measures for deprivation, measures for “invisibles” 
and monitoring platforms, which are features referring more to Large governments.  

Figure 21 Comparison of approaches between large and medium councils 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

Monitoring the LNOB principle in local governments with different degrees of urbanization. 

The two rural local governments do not display a comprehensive approach to monitoring, Guldborgsund does not 
perform quantitative monitoring, while Skiathos has few quantitative indicators but without addressing multi-
dimensional deprivation, measuring “invisibles” or going beyond average metrics. Asker, which is a town/suburb, behave 
as Skiathos. Sønderborg, the other town/suburb, has both measures for “invisibles” and several measures overcoming 
the “average curse”. For instance, income deprivation is addressed through metrics considering the distance between 
the 10% population with the lowest income and the 10% population with the highest income. Also, access to education 
is measured with the mapping of segregated schools, which constitute a barrier to equal access to education. This 
metric relates to the measurement approach that overcome the “average curse” including barriers in measuring 
suggested by Savic et al. (2020). 

Monitoring the LNOB principle: main findings 

The main findings on the monitoring of the LNOB principle can be summarized as follows. 

1. Nearly all local governments do quantitative monitoring of both policies targeting vulnerable
groups and the characteristics of these vulnerable groups. Considering all 24 local governments, the
pool of these quantitative indicators adds up to an extremely variegated menu. This is due to the different
choices done by local governments in the indicator selection. Some refers to indicators developed by
international institutions. Others to indicators designed by national institutions. Some local governments have
developed their own indicators.

2. Measures for relative deprivation are quite diffused.

3. Measurement of multi-dimensional deprivation and of invisible groups are not largely diffused
and measures capable of considering the worst-off are even scarcer.

4. Limited diffusion also applies to monitoring platforms available to the public.

5. Large councils appear more engaged in adopting more thorough metrics for deprivation, such as
metrics capturing multi-dimensionality and measures for “invisibles”. However, this does not necessarily
imply that “bigger is better”, given that a Medium municipality has both measures for “invisibles”
and several measures overcoming the “average curse” (Sønderborg).
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4.2.3 LNOB and VLRs 

Within the sample considered in the report, there are 19 local governments which have produced at least one VLR. 
Given the relevance of VLRs in monitoring the local progress towards SDGs, it is interesting to provide a snapshot of 
monitoring LNOB within VLRs. Table 11 provides a summary: it appears that local governments with a VLR follow a 
similar pattern in addressing the LNOB principle in this document.  

1. They largely acknowledge the LNOB principle.

2. The share of indicators dedicated to vulnerable groups averages 41.5% of total indicators used
in the VLRs. Espoo and Vantaa display the higher shares, since more than 50% of their VLRs indicators refers
to vulnerable groups, while Gulborgsund, Skiathos and Asker have the lowest shares.

3. Indicators that disaggregate vulnerable groups for relevant dimensions, such as gender, age,
ethnicity, are scarcely used. On average, only 23% of indicators about vulnerable groups address this
perspective, notwithstanding its importance in designing effective indicators for multidimensional deprivation.

4. Local governments mainly use indicators designed by them.

5. Local governments scarcely use indicators for vulnerable groups which compare the values among
districts inside the same local governments and the same apply for indicators comparing local
values with regional and national values. An interesting exception is Helsingborg which compares all 28
indicators referring to vulnerable groups to values from comparable Swedish cities.

6. Local governments rarely use indicators to measure the worst-off, with two exceptions given by
Madrid and Sønderborg.

7. It appears also that local governments tend to address all or nearly all SDGs in their VLRs.

8. Local governments are similar also in the choice of data used to measure indicators, since they
mainly rely on information from local, regional and national governments. Data from international
institutions are scarcely used.

Among differences, Table 11 shows that local governments differ in the number of multi-dimensional 
indicators and in the total number of indicators in their VLRs. Regarding multi-dimensional indicators, 
Helsingborg and Ghent are the local governments making a wide use of them. 82% of Helsingborg’s indicators for 
vulnerable groups consider multi-dimensionality. Ghent has more less the same count of multi-dimensional indicators 
for vulnerable groups as Helsingborg (27 compared to 28), but they amount to 35.5% of all indicators for vulnerable 
groups in Ghent’s VLR. On the opposite, nine local governments do not use any multi-dimensional indicators for 
vulnerable groups. They amount to nearly 50% of the local governments with a VLR in this case study.  

Considering the overall number of indicators used in VLRs, irrespective from the focus on vulnerable groups, again 
there are relevant differences among local governments. Six local governments have more than 100 indicators: Ghent, 
Sønderborg, Asker, Jaen, Madrid and Firenze. They correspond to 31.6% of the local governments with a VLR in the 
case-study. The majority of the local governments have less than 50 indicators.  
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Table 11 Highlights of monitoring of LNOB and vulnerable groups in the VLRs considered in the case study 

Local  

authority 

mention 
LNOB 

number of 
indicators 

for VGs and 
% over total 
number of 
indicators 

number of 
indicators 
for policy 
actions 

about VGs 
(referrals, 

service 
capacity, …) 

number of 
indicators that 
disaggregate 
VGs by some 

dimension 
(gender, 

ethnicity, …) 

Data from 

the local 
authority 

Data from 
regional 

and/or 

national 
institutions 

Data from 
international 
institutions 

Data 
collected by 

others 

Indicator 
designed by 

the local 
government 

Indicator 
designed by 

national 
institution, 
umbrella 

organization 

Indicator 
designed by 
international 

institution 

Number of 
multi-

dimensional 
indicators per 

VGs 

Number of indicators about VGs 
considering measures that are 

relative to: number of 
indicators 
of going 
beyond 
average 

curse 

Total 
indicators 
included in 

the VLR 
(includes 
also the 
ones not 

related to 
VGs) 

Total 
number of 

SDGs 

monitored 
in the VLR Areas 

inside the 
local 

authority 

Regional 
outlook 

Country 
outlook 

Bonn  21 (46%) 12 3        3 0 0 0 0 46 17 

Mannheim  17 (32%) 6 3        4 0 0 0 0 53 17 

Mannheim*  18 (35%) 6 5        6 0 0 0 0 51 17 

Helsingborg  28 (47%) 3 23        23 0 0 28 0 60 17 

Stockholm  8 (50%) 1 4        0 4 0 2 0 16 8 

Cascais  28 (43%) 14 3        0 0 0 0 0 65 17 

Ghent  76 (55%) 12 27        27 3 3 2 1 138 16 

Ghent^  16 (100%) 2 3        3 1 0 0 0 16 5 

Gladsaxe  14 (47%) 2 3        0 0 0 1 0 30 17 

Sønderborg  53 (37%) 15 13        0 1 2 5 4 144 17 

Guldborgsund • 0 (0%) 0 0        0 0 0 0 0 0 17 

Espoo  19 (50%) 2 5        2 3 10 1 0 38 17 

Vantaa  38 (59%) 3 15        12 1 0 0 0 64 16 

Turku  18 (39%) 5 5        2 0 0 0 0 46 17 

Skiathos  5 (14%) 4 0        0 0 0 0 0 37 11 

Asker  15 (12%) 2 2        0 0 0 0 0 128 6 

Trondheim na na na na na na na na na na na na na na na na na na 

Jaen  45 (41%) 0 11        2 0 1 1 0 110 16 

Madrid  63 (39%) 31 13        3 5 2  4 163 16 

Niort  13 (43%) 10 0        0 0 0 0 0 30 16 

Firenze  48 (44%) 13 5        0 17 41 32 0 110 17 

*Mannheim VLR also accounts for the monitoring through the SDG indicators for German Municipalities designed by done by the Bertelsmann Stiftung joint with the German Association of Cities and Towns 

^Ghent has two VLRs 

 = yes ;  = no               
            

 Source: author’s own elaboration
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4.2.4 Approaches to integrate LNOB in municipal budgets  

As detailed in Chapter 1, assessing the municipal approach to SDGs and LNOB budgeting considers several points. 
First, European local governments administer welfare and education services by national laws rather than by 
discretionary policy choice. Hence, the presence of budget shares devoted to left-behind groups is not a relevant 
element to evaluate the integration of the LNOB principle in municipal budgets. Second, how much local governments 
spend on left-behind groups depends on a range of country-specific factors, such as multi-level governance in welfare 
and education(31) and public or private service provision, local taxation. Hence, the share of budget devoted to left-
behind groups is not pertinent in this type of cross-country analysis. So, the integration of the LNOB principle in 
municipal budget is evaluated by looking at the ways through which local governments transform (or not) their budget 
structure to accomplish the LNOB principle. First, the local governments are classified on whether they consider SDGs 
in budgeting or not. Then, for the local governments that are doing some level of SDG budgeting, it is analyzed which 
approaches are adopted. Table 12 summarizes how the considered local governments locate in terms of (i) doing SDG 
budgeting and (ii) making budget information on LNOB related policies available to the public.  

Table 12 Overview of the SDG budgeting approaches used by local governments 

Local authority 
Early Adopter (EA),  

Middle Adopter (MA),  
Late Adopter (LA) 

SDGs in 
budget 

document
s 

Open data on 
budget for LNOB-

related policy 

Bonn EA   
Mannheim EA   
Helsingborg EA   
Stockholm EA   
Utrecht MA   
Cascais EA   
Ghent EA   
Wien MA   
Gladsaxe EA   
Sønderborg MA   
Guldborgsund EA   
Espoo EA   
Vantaa EA   
Turku EA   
Bratislava LA   
Skiathos EA   
Asker EA   
Trondheim EA   
Jaen EA   
Madrid EA   
Niort EA   
Bolzano MA   
Bologna MA   
Firenze MA   

            = yes ;  = no 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

Table 12 outlines that one third of considered local governments is currently addressing SDG budgeting(32). This limited 
engagement can be explained recalling that the integration of SDGs into budgeting is not straightforward. First, SDG 
integration needs to comply with national laws on municipal budget and accountancy. Then, local governments have 

                                                        
(31) For instance, a country could decentralize welfare policy (and budget) to the municipal level while another one could decentralize the same 

policy to ad-hoc institutions covering several municipalities. The latter will happen in Finland in 2023 when the supra-municipal welfare areas 
start operating as the new autonomous institutions in charge for social and health policies (European Committee of the Regions, 2022), 
changing the current institutional outlook that assigns social and health policies to municipalities. This change is highlighted by Finnish local 
governments as it strongly impacts local SDGs strategs   (https://www.espoo.fi/fi/tukea-arkeen; 

(32) Asker, Helsingborg and Sønderborg mention SDGs and their local commitment in the budget documentation in the narratives on policy actions. 
(https://www.asker.kommune.no/contentassets/33055f6274fd437f858bbc20c074a890/asker-arsrapport-2020.pdf; 
https://www.asker.kommune.no/contentassets/33055f6274fd437f858bbc20c074a890/asker_handlingsprogram_vedtatt_pdf; 
https://helsingborg.se/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/arsredovisning-2021-helsingborgs-stad.pdf; 
https://sonderborgkommune.dk/sites/all/files/Forvaltninger/Intern%20Stab/Intern%20Stab/Dokumenter/faktaark_budget_2022.pdf) 

 

https://www.espoo.fi/fi/tukea-arkeen
https://www.asker.kommune.no/contentassets/33055f6274fd437f858bbc20c074a890/asker_handlingsprogram_vedtatt_pdf
https://helsingborg.se/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/arsredovisning-2021-helsingborgs-stad.pdf
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to dedicate internal resources to the task and develop adequate capacity standards. These requirements constitute a 
recognized limiting factor (Eurocities, 2020).  

At the same time, for all local governments, it is possible to monitor how policies that relate to the LNOB principle are 
financed by accessing the municipal web pages dedicated to the budget, as summarized by column 2 in Table 12. 
From these web pages, it is possible to collect multi-year information on funding assigned to all the relevant policy 
dimensions relating to LNOB at the local level: welfare, education and training, health, urban development, anti-
discrimination. It is also possible to collect information on funding assigned to policies targeting specific vulnerable 
groups, such as services for people with disability, education for different age cohorts, support for refugees, specialized 
support for women victims of sexual violence. However, these data are not matched to SDG indicators and they fail to 
convey information on the share of members of each vulnerable groups covered by funding allocated to each policy 
measure. 

By focusing on local governments that are implementing SDG budgeting, it appears that they are progressing in this 
task through different approaches. This variety relates to the different approaches to SDG budgeting acknowledged in 
existing literature and described in Chapter 1. Local governments can choose to use SDG documents and reports to 
improve budget narratives by linking financial allocations to progress towards one or more SDGs. They can also choose 
to use SDG documents and reports to improve the information-base in drafting budgets. Further, local governments 
can decide to allocate dedicated financial resources to specific activities referring to SDGs and the LNOB principle 
within local budget. In these cases, the municipality keeps its budgetary framework. Then, local governments can 
choose to develop new budgetary frameworks, for instance by selecting specific SDGs to be addressed across their 
entire budget, as the case of gender budgeting (SDG 5). Also, they can choose to fully integrate all SDGs into budget 
process by aligning the entire activities to all SDGs.  

This section continues by detailing the main features characterizing SDG budgeting by the local governments in this 
case study that are working on it: Bonn, Mannheim, Stockholm, Cascais, Wien, Gladsaxe, Vantaa, Trondheim and Niort. 
Also, it is discussed how these budgeting strategies relate to the approaches recognized by exiting literature. The 
analysis on SDG budgeting benefits from interviews with local experts(33), since budgeting is a process designed and 
implemented inside the municipality and generally only its output – i.e. budgets documents – is  disclosed outside the 
municipal structure. 

— Niort presents its Local 2030 Sustainable Development Report/VLR every year before the budgetary process 
begins. This implies that the municipal discussion on budget design benefits from detailed information on 
how the municipality is performing in terms of SDGs. The Niort approach relates to SDG budgeting that uses 
SDGs as tool to improve the information-base used in drafting budgets without changing the established 
budgeting framework.  

— Cascais is doing participatory budgeting with a strong focus in involving vulnerable groups in submitting 
participatory budget proposals. The municipality has implemented Youth Participatory Budget and is now 
addressing People with Disability, People with Mental Illness and Elderly(34). Also Wien is developing 
participatory budgeting earmarked for vulnerable groups, in which members of the public submit project 
proposals relating to the needs of the targeted vulnerable groups (Wien City Administration, 2019).  

— Gladsaxe, Ghent and Bonn are developing new SDG budgetary frameworks, starting with connecting the 
Local 2030 strategy to the municipal budget. Currently Gladsaxe and Bonn are validating the financial 
measurement of the SDGs. Practically, they are monitoring the financial resources assigned to the municipal 
policies considered in the VLRs (Gladsaxe, 2020; Eurocities, 2020; OECD, 2021). The city of Bonn is also 
developing sustainable procurement in which social, fair and ecological criteria are introduced as 
requirements(35). The Ghent approach has been further investigated through an interview with the municipality 
staff. The municipality is currently linking not only SDGs, but also SDG targets into the budget. In doing so, 
the municipality uses the comprehensive mapping between SDGs, SDG targets and municipal policies done in 
the Local 2030 strategy and subsequent VLRs. 

— Wien and Vantaa are producing new budgetary frameworks considering the integration of a specific SDG –
namely SDG 5 – into budgeting, an acknowledged way to improve the operationalization of LNOB regarding 
women (Bova Joana and da Costa Reis, 2022). Through gender budgeting, the two local governments are 
designing and assessing their budgets considering: 

• the gender impact of financial resources and services 

                                                        
(33) The appendix lists people interviewed 
(34) https://op.cascais.pt/orcamento-participativo; https://urbact.eu/cascais%E2%80%99-participatory-budget-inspiring-example 
(35) https://international.bonn.de/international-profile/sutainability-cluster/bonn-s-focus-on-fair-trade-and-fair-procurement.php 

https://op.cascais.pt/orcamento-participativo
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• the gender-distribution of service users 

• whether the distribution of resources in the budget contributes to increasing or decreasing existing 
differences between the sexes(36) (Wien City Administration, 2019). 

In the case of Wien, gender budgeting uses multi-dimensional indicators, as suggested within the LNOB 
principle. More into details, gender is considered along with age, income, disability, literacy, income. Currently, 
Wien is reasoning on adapting the gender budgeting approach to perform diversity budgeting (Wien City 
Administration, 2019).  

The Vantaa’s approach to gender budgeting has been explored benefiting from an interview with municipal 
staff. The interview highlighted that Vantaa approaches gender budgeting by evaluating how resource 
allocation across the budget impacts gender equality. This exercise benefits from an assessment of gender-
specific needs. This approach has benefitted from several pilot exercises monitoring specific actions 
undertaken by the municipality, namely library services, dental health and traffic. After the pilots, the 
municipality asked all departments to assess the importance of gender at least in one topic of their choosing, 
to then embed the gender-equality perspective on this topic in documents and phases of the annual budget 
cycle. Similar to Wien, also this gender assessment adopts a multi-dimensional perspective on gender-
inequality. However, due to human resource and skills constraints, the municipality has not yet developed 
quantitative indicators to monitor gender budgeting. Notably, form the interview emerged that the current 
approach to gender budgeting needs to be assessed on the light of the relevant policy changes following from 
the shifting of social and health services from local governments to the new supra-municipal welfare areas(37). 
Overall, gender-budgeting is seen as a viable starting point to a more comprehensive integration of SDGs into 
Vantaa’s budget.  

— Stockholm is mainstreaming all 17 SDGs into the municipal budget by acknowledging the Local 2030 
Agenda as the framework to develop the overall municipal strategy, including financing. Interviewing 
municipality staff, it has been possible to have a thorough illustration of Stockholm approach to SDG 
budgeting. In drafting the Local 2030 strategy, Stockholm mapped the cross-cutting relationships between 
municipal departments to achieve SDGs. This cross-departmental mapping has then been used by the 
municipality to appoint 17 SDG target managers, who cover all departments that relate to a specific SDG with 
the following responsibilities (City of Stockholm, 2022):  

• identifying budgeting indicators suitable to monitor financial resources with progress towards SDGs 

• assigning a central role to the LNOB principle in the identification of the SDG budgeting indicators, also 
by recognizing that indicators must also target policies for invisible groups  

• detecting challenges and needs in mapping all municipal policies and resources to SDGs 

• detecting synergies between a specific policy and one or more SDGs  

• to their current level of achievement (City of Stockholm, 2021) 

— Mannheim has integrated all SDGs in its municipal budget using the Local 2030 strategy and the VLR as 
framework (Kurz, 2018). More into details, the municipality has linked its accountancy structure to the 17 
SDGs, so that the municipality can report how much is spent on each SDGs (Hübel, 2021; Kurz, 2018). The 
budget contains metrics for both performance and impact of each action, which can be then related to the 
SDGs that is/are matched with that specific action (Hübel, 2021). Through participatory budgeting citizens can 
decide how to spend part of a public budget, having information on the relationship between their choice and 
SDGs.  

— Trondheim has taken one step further into SDG budgeting, by developing a framework which integrates all 
SDGs and targets in the local finance structure (Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021; Trondheim 
Kommune, 2022; Tanum et al., 2020)(38). Through a data science approach, the city has connected the 169 
UN targets to local accounting standards. Trondheim developed this method in collaboration with the 
European finance network European Cities for Sustainable Finance between 2019 and 2020. The proof of 
concept is based on KOSTRA (the accounting standard used by Norwegian municipalities) which makes it 

                                                        
(36) https://www.wien.gv.at/finanzen/budget/gender-budgeting.html 
(37) See footnote 24 
(38) https://sites.google.com/trondheim.kommune.no/kommdir-forslag-hoep-2022-2025/forside 

https://sites.google.com/trondheim.kommune.no/detaljertbudsjett2022-2025/innledning 
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replicable to other cities in Norway regardless of the local context. The logic has been duplicated and tested 
in cities like Barcelona and London.  

On these premises, the report has analyzed Trondheim municipal budget benefitting from an interview with 
municipal staff. The main characteristics of the SDG budgeting implemented by Trondheim that are relevant 
regarding the local operationalization of LNOB principle are the following: 

— it accomplishes full integration of SDGs and targets in budget design,  

— it is designed to allow monitoring, assessment and evaluation. 

— it combines SDGs, the Norwegian accounting standards for municipalities, and KPIs to measure progress 
toward the achievement of the SDGs. This combination is performed by assigning to each budget item a code 
that embeds:  

● SDG markers 

● SDG targets markers 

● KPIs from U4SSC and the new indicators developed for Norway (Zhang et al., 2021) 

● Budget accountancy markers 

— it covers a medium-run policy scope, since it applies to the 2020-2032 Municipal master plan 

— it provides quantitative indicators for multi-year and yearly policy aims and money allocated. 

— it embeds an internal dashboard with data at the SDG target level. The dashboard provides summaries for: 

● Budget shares allocated to each SDGs and target  

● Policy actions referring to each SDGs and target (and the budget allocated to each action) 

● Policy actions outcome referring to each SDGs and target (and the budget allocated to each action) 

— it allows for SDG-specific budget reporting 

— it has been designed to work as pilot to be proposed to the other Norwegian local governments as well as possibly 
to other European municipalities 

Given its architecture, this SDG budgeting gives detailed and open accounting of municipal spending for 
activities relating to some vulnerable groups. Also, it allows to design, implement and evaluate municipal 
budget through the SDG perspective in a quantitative and reproducible way. 

Table 13 summarizes the state of the art of SDGs and LNOB budgeting for the local governments in this case study 
that are engaged with the issue 

Table 13 Outline of the main characteristics in SDG and LNOB budgeting by local governments considered in the report 

 

Early 
Adopter 

(EA), Middle 
Adopter 

(MA), Late 
Adopter (LA) 

New budget 
framework 
to account 
for SDGs 
and LNOB 

All SDGs 
integrated 
into new 
budget 

framework 

SDG targets 
integrated 
into new 
budget 

framework 

Selected SDGs 
integrated into 
new dedicated 

budget 
framework 

Stage of SDG 
budgeting 
integration 

Bonn EA     under development 
Mannheim EA     done 
Stockholm  EA     (SDG 5) done 
Cascais EA      
Ghent EA     under development 
Wien MA     (SDG 5) done 
Gladsaxe EA     under development 
Vantaa EA     (SDG 5) done 
Trondheim EA     done 
Niort EA      

         = yes ;  = no 

Source: author’s own elaboration 
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Aside from Niort and Cascais, all the other local governments are strengthening the local operationalization of SDGs 
by aligning the global allocation of financial resources to one or more SDGs through new budget frameworks. 
Importantly, by doing so they are also strengthening the local operationalization of the LNOB principle since they are 
targeting SDGs that strongly relate to it. Clearly, this applies to local governments integrating all SDGs into the budget, 
as in the case of Bonn, Mannheim, Stockholm, Ghent, Gladsaxe and Trondheim. It also applies to Wien and Vantaa, 
given that gender budgeting operationalizes SDG 5 on gender equality.  

Most local governments engaged in SDG budgeting considers all SDGs, consistently to their approach in designing the 
Local 2030 strategy and the VLR. Wien and Vantaa are addressing a single SDG by means of a dedicated budget 
framework. Notably Wien is a Middle Adopter, since it has not performed a VLR with the inherent monitoring that could 
stimulate linking progress towards SDGs to money spent. In the case of Vantaa, which is an Early Adopter with both a 
Local 2030 and a VLR, the interview with municipal staff acknowledged that the present integration of a single SDG 
into budgeting could represent a viable starting step to broaden the framework to more SDGs. 

At the moment, only two local governments – Ghent and Trondheim- are integrating also SDG targets in the new 
budgetary frameworks. This feature immediately relates to the local governments’ approaches to the 
operationalization of the overarching Local 2030 strategy summarized in Table 5. Comparing Tables 5 and 13, it is 
straightforward to notice that local governments considering SDG targets in the budget also address these 
targets in their Local 2030 strategy, with the exception of Gladsaxe.  

Overall, the ways through which local governments are addressing SDG budgeting signal that they are not pursuing 
SDG strategies as “communication exercise”, a caveat highlighted in the literature as relevant in assessing the local 
operationalization of SDGs (Poghosyan et al., 2020). To this regard, a further step could be making the SDG budgets 
available to the public through dedicated platforms, as done for instance in Italy for projects implementing cohesion 
policies funds(39). 

Clearly, it must be stressed that only a subset of the local governments addressed in the report are doing SDG 
budgeting and that most local governments engaged with SDGs in Europe are not considering budget implementation 
(i.a. Eurocities, 2020; Hochholdinger, Schantl, & Pichler, 2021; Prorok & Rücker, 2018; PWC, 2021). At the same time, 
local governments integrating SDGs in their budget provide a solid bulk of information which could support other. This 
is happening the case of Trondheim, which is making its approach available to the other Norwegian local governments 
as well as to London and Barcelona.  

It is also relevant to investigate which are the limiting factors influencing how local governments engage with SDGs, 
from the Local 2030 strategy design to SDG budgeting. This point is the focus of Chapter 5, which reviews barriers to 
local SDG and LNOB operationalization recognized by existing works and provides novel evidence collected through 
surveys administered to the local governments addressed in this report.  

4.3 Accountability, Transparency, Participation, civic perspectives 

For all the considered local governments, the statements on left-behind groups and related policies outlined in the 
local SDG documents (Local 2030 Agenda and/or VLR) are always corroborated by the institutional documents detailing 
the implemented actions plans. These documents can be easily retrieved through the institutional web pages.   

At the same time, it appears that quite often there are implemented action plans targeting vulnerable groups that are 
not included in the local SDG documents. This is the case for refugees, LGBTQ+ and, to a lesser degree, homeless 
people. 

In terms of transparency, a baseline level is assured by all municipalities, thanks to the immediate availability of local 
SDG documents, municipal action plans and budgets through the institutional web pages. An added value is given by 
the SDG monitoring platforms implemented by some of the municipalities. These platforms enable a dedicated focus 
on the local progress towards SDGs and, when they have data in open format, they also promote engagement by 
researchers, citizens and voluntary organizations that can use these data. 

Participation is largely pursued by local governments, with different approaches. Notably, there are some local 
governments that have designed participatory processes dedicated to the involvement of vulnerable groups, 
such as Madrid, Cascais, Mannheim, Bonn, and Wien.  

A final point reviews the perspectives of SDG WatchDogs on local SDG strategy and the LNOB principle. Looking at 
reporting on SDGs done by SDG WatchDogs(40) in each country in which they are available shows few insights. First, 
SDG WatchDogs are engaged in several issues that pertain the local operationalization of the LNOB principle, from 

                                                        
(39) https://opencoesione.gov.it/en/opendata/#!progetti_section 
(40) Through https://www.sdgwatcheurope.org it is possible to read SDGs Watchdog reporting for the European countries in which they are active. 

https://www.sdgwatcheurope.org/
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inequality and poverty in Portugal, Greece and Italy to asylum seekers in Greece and housing affordability in Germany. 
At the same time, at the moment it appears that there are no SDG WatchDog report addressing Local 2030 Agendas 
and VLRs. This gap could be addressed, so to improve civic awareness on local efforts and give to local governments 
the perspectives of citizens’ group that are engaged with SDGs. 
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5 Evidences on challenges and opportunities relating to LNOB operationaliza-
tion from the municipal perspective 

As the importance of involving local governments in operationalizing SDGs and LNOB gets widespread and the number 
of local governments engaged in these tasks grows, evidence on existing barriers and limiting factors is emerging. This 
evidence is crucial because it allows mapping the challenges that need to be addressed for local governments to 
progress in addressing SDGs and LNOB.  

Institutional SDG documents such as VNRs and Voluntary Subnational Reviews are providing extensive information on 
obstacles that local governments acknowledge as preventing improvements in operationalizing SDG (Swedish 
Association of Local Governments and Regions, 2021; Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation, 
2019; Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021). Also national umbrella organizations of local governments are 
increasingly reporting on existing barriers and potential approaches to overcome them (Jossin et al., 2020; PWC, 2021; 
KL-Local Government Denmark, 2020; VNG International, 2018). Most of these contributions are country specific. 
Relevant exceptions which address municipal challenges through a European perspective are the benchmarking works 
done by OECD, European Committee of the Regions, Eurocities and European Commission (Eurocities, 2020; Bertozzi 
et al., 2021; European Committee of the Regions and OECD, 2019; OECD, 2020; OECD, 2019). In any case, this bulk of 
evidence does not focus on the LNOB principle. 

Hence, it appears interesting adding novel evidence on challenges and limiting factors encountered in the local 
operationalization of the LNOB principle. An ad-hoc survey has been designed and administered to the local 
governments considered in the present report, resulting in 50% of response rate(41).  

The survey, which can be reviewed in the Appendix, aimed at: 

— validating the information on the local operationalization of the LNOB principle previously collected through desk 
analysis of the documentations available through municipal web pages; 

— collecting suggestions on the way forward to improve the operationalization of the LNOB principle; 

— detecting existing challenges limiting the operationalization of the LNOB principle in the municipality 

On validation, the documents highlighted as relevant by survey respondents regarding operationalization 
of the LNOB principle in their local governments corresponded to materials that was previously easily 
retrieved from municipal web pages. This fact signals that the considered local governments pursue 
accountability and transparency in the operationalization of the LNOB principle. 

Some interesting insights come from the questions addressing the methodological approaches in operationalizing the 
LNOB principle. First, 2/3 of respondents say that their local governments did not refer to national metrics about 
vulnerable groups in the local operationalization of SDGs and LNOB, as outlined by Figure 22.  

The local governments which embedded also national metrics in designing their local strategy all belong 
to countries that assign a relevant role to local governments in progressing towards SDGs, as outlined by 
their Voluntary National Reviews. These countries are Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Finland(42). This might 
suggest that stronger multi-level institutional engagement in SDGs could improve flows of information 
among national and local  governments. In turn this would allow to design metrics on local vulnerabilities 
that relate local figures to the national ones. As example, the local share of battered women could appear small 
when considered within the municipal boundaries, but this share could be above the national level. This interpretation 
is corroborated by survey respondents from the local governments which referred to national figures on left-behind 
group in local operationalization. In fact, they say that local statistics about vulnerable groups were compared with 
national figures to improve understanding about vulnerable groups at the local level.  

(41) Survey respondents for each local government are detailed in the Appendix
(42) Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Finland dedicate sections of their VNRs to municipal approaches to SDGs (Danish Ministry of Finance, 2021;

PMO Finland, 2020; Swedish Government, 2021; Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020). Sweden and Norway also have Voluntary
Subnational Reviews which are dedicated to local governments progress towards SDGs (Swedish Association of Local Governments and
Regions, 2021; Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021)
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Figure 22 How survey respondents answer to whether their local authority considers also national figures on left-behind group in 
the local operationalization of SDGs 

Source: author’s own elaboration 

The second insight from the survey regards avenues for improvement in local operationalization of the LNOB principle. 

Figure 23 How survey respondents view possible ways to improve the local operationalization of the LNOB principle. 

Source: author’s own elaboration. Note: Respondents could flag more than one answer 

Figure 23 shows that nearly 80% of respondents thinks that fostering cross-departmental collaboration 
inside the municipality is an effective way to progress towards LNOB operationalization. Since table 7 
showed that local governments have already adopted a cross-departmental perspective in localizing SDGs, this new 
evidence seems to suggest that further efforts in breaking silo-approaches within local governments are 
needed.  

60% of respondents outlines that better multi-level institutional coordination would benefit the local operationalization 
of LNOB, suggesting that stronger engagement of local governments in the national SDG strategies could support the 
progress towards SDGs. 

Interestingly, half of the respondents thinks that their local level is well advanced in terms of policy 
supporting vulnerable groups. On the one hand, this perception is supported by the extensive arrays of policy 
initiatives that the selected local governments are implementing for vulnerable groups. As summarized in Table 5, all 
Local 2030 strategies address left-behind groups through policy actions. Also, considered local governments have 
more actions addressing vulnerable groups than the ones that they report in Local 2030 strategy and VLRs, since 
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policy for refugees and LGBTQ+ are scarcely reported in local SDG documents. On the other hand, this perception 
seems not to account for the fact that the same local governments have unmet needs from specific 
vulnerable groups that are also acknowledged in many VLRs. For instance, the need to better address the growing 
health divides between different social groups in Helsingborg (Helsingborg Municipality, 2021), the homeless people 
situation in Turku (City of Turku, 2020), the paucity of gender statistics limiting equality work in Vantaa (Vantaa 
Municipality, 2021), countering poverty in Asker (Asker Municipality, 2021), reducing marginalization of citizens in rural 
areas in Guldborgsund (Guldborgsund Kommune, 2020). 

Advancement in technical supports for SDG and LNOB operationalization is seen as a way to improve by 
nearly 40% of respondents. This applies to support for data collection and capacity building as well as to 
availability of guidelines and best practices.  

One third of respondents thinks that improvement towards the local operationalization of the LNOB 
principle could come from networks among local governments explicitly, which explicitly address the LNOB 
principle.  

Finally, respondents assign the lowest relevance to periodical auditing of their strategy in terms of adherence to the 
LNOB principle. This point deserve attention for two reasons. The first reason relates to the importance assigned to 
transparency and accountability that is inherent to SDGs and LNOB, especially with respect to vulnerable groups since 
their instances are generally more difficult to detect (Canzutti et al., 2020). To this respect, auditing could enable 
the assessment of the operationalization of the LNOB principle also through the perspective of left-
behind group. This would also align to human-rights based approach, which assigns a central role to the independent 
assessment of local policies according to non-discriminatory perspective (UCLG, 2015). The second reason refers to 
the low level of engagement of left-behind groups in the design of Local 2030 Agenda that emerges from 
the local governments investigated in this report (and summarized in Table 7). Auditing could represent a 
way to overcome this existing limitation. Also, auditing (and similarly reviewing) could favour acknowledgment of 
local institutional efforts by national and international institutions.  

Figure 24 Existing challenges limiting the local operationalization of LNOB principle acknowledged by survey respondents 

Source: author’s own elaboration. Note: Respondents could flag more than one answer 

More than 80% of respondents see the need of better multi-level coordination among institutions. This perspective 
does not apply only to LNOB. Looking at extant surveys asking local governments about existing barriers to local SDG 
operationalization, it appears that improved coordination between national, regional and local  governments is relevant 
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for all SDG-related operationalizations(43) (Kommunesektorens Organisasjon, 2021; KL-Local Government Denmark, 
2020).  

It might appear surprising that nearly 80% of respondents think that the SDGs relating to the LNOB 
principle at the local level target societal challenges that are addressed in an adequate way in their 
national context. As pointed out above, simply looking the VLRs of the local governments it is straightforward to get 
the unresolved societal issues faced at the local level. Emerging patterns of people displaced due to urban 
development, growing homelessness and income inequality, increasing incidence of mental illness and gender-based 
violence are among the most recurring societal issues acknowledged in these VLRs (Helsingborg Municipality, 2021; 
Vantaa Municipality, 2021; City of Stockholm, 2021; City of Turku, 2020; City of Ghent, 2021; Asker Municipality, 2021; 
Città Metropolitana Bologna, Urban@it, and Università di Bologna, 2021).  

Hence, the widespread perception by survey respondents of adequate policy response might be due to issues in framing 
and/or methodology of the Local 2030 strategy. More into details, Chapter 4 has detailed that some local governments, 
such as Vantaa and Asker are framing local targets since the SDG targets are not considered suitable to address their 
local conditions. Hence, it might be the case that more local governments find that they already comply to SDG targets.  

At the same time, it might also be the case that this perception arises from the measures used to compute 
progress towards SDGs and targets. From extant literature reviewed in Chapter 1, we know that vulnerable groups 
and policies addressing them should be monitored by (i) considering absolute and relative deprivation (Calderon, 2021; 
Klasen and Fleurbaey, 2019) and (ii) adopting measures that go beyond the “average curse” (Bárcena-Martín, García-
Pardo, and Pérez-Moreno, 2021). In this way it would be possible to (i) understand who are the worst off in the local 
context and (ii) to address their needs and their progress. From the evidence presented in Table 10, we see that the 
several local governments considered in the report are not adopting metrics accounting for absolute and relative 
deprivation and that most of them does not use metrics that go beyond averages. Hence, it might be that the perception 
of adequateness of policy actions is influenced by these measurement shortcomings.  

 

 

                                                        
(43)  The importance of coordination among different institutions for improved socioeconomic sustainability is also relevant for the body of work 

on multi-level governance and social resilience (Piattoni, 2018) 
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6 Recommendations and conclusions 
The report has provided some novel evidence on the local approach regarding the operationalization of the “Leave No 
One Behind” (LNOB) principle which guides progress towards SDGs.  

By bridging the state of the literature regarding LNOB operationalization with literature on local operationalization of 
SDGs, the report has reviewed 24 European local governments against how they consider the LNOB principle in 
designing (i) the Local 2030 Agenda, (ii) the monitoring of the Agenda, (iii) the integration of SDGs into local budget.  

Clearly, the report has addressed a composite set of local governments, having diverse degree of urbanization and 
different patterns of institutional multi-level commitment in SDGs and this prevents generalization of findings. At the 
same time, interesting descriptive findings emerge.  

— First, most local governments have embedded the LNOB principle in their Local 2030 strategy, from the design 
of the SDG strategy to the monitoring stage. In this regard, it is particularly relevant the widespread adoption 
of policy design aimed at breaking silo-approaches so to allow departments to share information, knowledge 
and resources for developing services addressing vulnerable groups in their multi-dimensional deprivation.  

— Second, quantitative monitoring is largely adopted. This reinforces the implementation of the LNOB principle 
as well as transparency. Regarding transparency, open data monitoring platforms produced by several local 
governments appears extremely valuable, because they allow the public to have detailed accounts of the 
municipal progress towards leaving no one behind. Unfortunately, these platforms are currently scarcely 
implemented. 

— Third, it appears that local governments are progressing also in terms of SDG budgeting. From the report, it 
emerges that this process can take different forms, ranging from integrating specific SDGs into the budget to 
a full integration of all SDGs. At the same time, given that the complexity of SDG budgeting was seen as a 
relevant limiting factor for its implementation, having a growing number of local governments engaged 
represent a positive trends as well as a source for best practices that can stimulate additional engagement.  

Based on the outcomes of the assessment between the 24 local governments and the review of the literature, the 
report allows advancing the following recommendations: 

— Adopt a comprehensive perspective on left-behind groups in the local operationalization of SDGs. 
Refugees, LGBTQ+, homeless people and people displaced due to urban development are vulnerable groups that 
are largely addressed by local policies and at the same time are often not included in Local 2030 Agenda and 
VLRs. Also, challenges posed by green transition have to be considered at the local level to assess if they have 
disruptive effects on segments of the population.  

— In mapping municipal policies to SDGs, introduce measures for interlinkages between SDGs whenever a 
single policy relates to multiple SDGs. This is done for instance by indicators on SDG interlinkages provided 
by Stockholm, Madrid, Jaén and Niort, and it contributes to mapping multi-dimensionality. 

— Go beyond the broad characterization provided by the SDG level to address targets as the latter better 
accounts for the composite and multi-dimensional characteristics of left-behind groups. If the UN SDG targets are 
not considered effective in guiding the operations of the municipality, ad-hoc sub targets developed at the national 
and/or regional level can be designed. Customization of SDG targets to context-specific needs is pursued by several 
local governments, such as Asker, Madrid, and Vantaa. 

— Adopt a broader account of vulnerable groups, especially including refugees, homeless people, LGBTQ+, 
displaced by urban development and by green transition. Research works provide for the relevance of including 
these categories in operationalizing LNOB (Mills, 2015; Sachs et al., 2019; Vandeskog, Heggen, and Engebretsen, 
2021) and many local governments are actually implementing many policy actions targeting them. 

— Realize ad-hoc processes to onboard representatives of left-behind groups in designing, implementing 
and evaluating local SDG operationalization. While it is established to involve stakeholders in the design and 
update of SDG strategies, tailored attention to left-behind groups is currently scarce. This scarcity prevents an 
effective operationalization of the LNOB principle, since it limits the comprehensive mapping of left-behind groups 
and of their needs. Mannheim represents a best practice, having developed comprehensive and structured 
participatory processes with vulnerable groups in the design of the local SDG strategy. Similarly, the participatory 
budgeting of Cascais (under development by Wien) is an actual strategy to involve left-behind groups in co-
designing local policies. On this regard, engaging the SDG Watchdog groups could also add an interesting 
perspective by citizens and associations actively involved in SDGs.  
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— Improve the monitoring of left-behind groups through quantitative indicators capable of measuring 
multi-dimensionality, such as education and ethnic background, income and disability, income and housing, 
gender and job precariousness. Several local governments in this case-study are using multi-dimensional 
indicators. Utrecht and Ghent have developed a strong focus on mapping territorial disparities for vulnerable 
groups depending on the neighbourhood in which they reside.  

— Produce ad-hoc measuring strategies to measures dimensions that are difficult to capture otherwise. 
Utrecht and Ghent have developed municipal surveys to measure loneliness and mental-health related issues. 
They have also implemented ad-hoc measurement strategies to count homeless people which could be a reference 
point for other local governments. 

— Exploit the untapped data potential inherent to the provision of services that target vulnerable groups 
to develop a more comprehensive set of indicators. Reviewing municipal documents, it is straightforward to 
notice that Local SDG strategies and monitoring tools do not use great amount of data on vulnerable groups that 
are presented in welfare documents, anti-discrimination plans, refugee policy, equality plans. Helsingborg’s 
commitment to introduce a new set of SDG indicators using the global pool of data available to the municipality 
could be a pilot on this topic.  

— Use available data to design indicators capable of measuring progress for the “worst off and not the 
badly off” (García-Pardo, Bárcena-Martín, and Pérez-Moreno, 2021). With few exceptions, such as Ghent and 
Stockholm, the local governments considered in the report rely on indicators measuring averages. These indicators 
prevent accounting for substantial differences among the poor and for how these differences evolve in response 
to municipal policies.  

— Create public monitoring platforms which allow the public to follow the municipal path towards SDGs. 
Currently these platforms are particularly scarce, and this limits transparency. Given that local governments might 
have developed monitoring platforms for internal use, they could use these platforms as starting point to design 
public ones. Notably, several local governments without a VLR have public monitoring platforms, as in the case of 
Utrecht and Bolzano. Hence, the stage of implementation of the Local 2030 strategy does not appear a strong 
limiting factor in realizing public monitoring tools. 

— Complement the Local 2030 strategy and its monitoring with approaching SDG budget integration. 
Reaching full SDG budget integration is a complex process which has also to comply with national laws on public 
accountancy and finance. At the same time, SDG budgeting could be approached by mainstreaming one SDG as 
pilot, as done by Wien and Vantaa. Also, full SDG budget integration strategies developed by Trondheim, Mannheim 
and Stockholm could be considered as best practice to test on other local governments. SDG budgeting represents 
a powerful signal that local governments are not pursuing SDG strategies as “communication exercise”, a caveat 
highlighted in the literature as relevant in assessing the local operationalization of SDGs (Poghosyan et al., 2020).  

— Disclose SDG budgeting to the public through dedicated open-data platforms, thus improving 
transparency and boosting data-driven research on local SDG approaches. Local governments already make 
budget data available through their institutional web pages, being this a general mandatory requirement. Local 
governments working on SDG budgeting could build on this to develop SDG budget web pages. 

— Foster the connection between the local SDGs strategy and local work on human rights. This would 
enhance complementarities within existing policies (Kjaerum et al., 2014) and it could untap existing policy 
potential, also by joining networks aimed at supporting cities in local operationalization of human rights as well 
as networks of cities working on SDGs and the LNOB principle. 

Together with the recommendations, the report also advances suggestions for future research. Starting from an 
assessment of the views on the local operationalization of the LNOB principle by local stakeholders and SDG Watchdog. 
This investigation would provide complementary evidence for the one presented in this report. Another interesting point 
which could be further analysed is how and whether the local LNOB operationalization relates to socioeconomic 
characteristics of local governments, such as the outlook of the voluntary sector.  

The report considers a limited sample of local authorities, calling for further analysis addressing larger sample 
especially considering that the number of local authorities engaged with SDGs is growing.  
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