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Abstract

Achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) hinges on well-designed and implemented follow-up and review (FUR) pro-
cesses. Cities lack official recognition in the FUR architecture of the 2030 Agenda. This is a notable shortcoming, as cities are respon-
sible for implementing at least two-thirds of their targets. To engage with the 2030 Agenda, cities have initiated FUR exercises
through Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) to establish benchmarks, report on their progress, and share best practices. This paper
explores how cities are operationalising FUR through a thematic analysis of interviews with city officials of seven European cities
that conducted two or more VLRs between 2019 and 2022. Our findings highlight three main ways in FUR processes through VLRs af-
fect local sustainable policymaking: (i) by aligning global goals and targets with local monitoring and reporting; (ii) by integrating and
timing evaluation with local action, thereby embedding the SDGs more deeply into municipal strategies; and (iii) by accelerating local
action through innovative approaches (e.g. sustainability budgeting). We conclude that conducting FUR through VLRs positively con-
tributes to SDGs implementation. However, to make this more likely to happen, FUR should be embedded in municipal processes
and local FUR efforts should be better recognised in global sustainability agendas.
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and Schiltz 2019; Giles-Corti et al. 2020). This includes defining
the most suitable scale of FUR (Patton 2016; Yonehara et al. 2017),
or choosing the appropriate indicators to assess progress on the
SDGs (Bjgrnholt and Larsen 2014; Ciambra et al. 2023).

The specific governance architecture of the 2030 Agenda has
brought additional challenges to conducting the multi-level and
impactful FUR processes that are needed to accelerate sustain-
able development. The 2030 Agenda recommends national gov-
ernments to report periodically on their FUR process through
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) (Adams and Judd 2016; Bexell
and Jonsson 2019; Morita et al. 2020; Beisheim and Fritzsche
2022). These reviews are one of the innovative mechanisms intro-
duced to monitor progress on the SDGs and report on actions
taken, while simultaneously serving as peer learning tools to
share best practices across countries (UNGA 2015). However,

Introduction

In 2015, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development agreed by
the UN Member States set 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) to steer policy action towards environmental, social, and
economic sustainability (UNGA 2015). The 2030 Agenda has ad-
vanced a form of governance for sustainable development char-
acterised by the use of non-legally binding, inclusive, and
comprehensive global goals. This so-called governance through
goals is facilitated by weak institutional arrangements at the in-
tergovernmental level, which allow considerable national auton-
omy in interpretation and implementation (Fukuda-Parr 2014;
Biermann et al. 2017; Kanie et al. 2017).

A core tenet of the governance architecture of the 2030
Agenda is country-led and voluntary follow-up and review (FUR)

exercises. This work is presented as key to measure and report
on progress, guarantee accountability to citizens, share best
practices, and ensure that no one is left behind (UNGA 2015). The
Agenda, however, does provide only some general principles on
how to conduct FUR. The lack of an official definition and practi-
cal guidance poses a number of difficulties, particularly around
operationalising FUR processes (Gusmao Caiado et al. 2018; Miola

there is still no official provision to include subnational govern-
ments, whether regional or municipal, in FUR processes (Narang
Suri et al. 2021). This is a significant shortcoming because subna-
tional governments play a key role in delivering the SDGs
(Biermann et al. 2023; Ortiz-Moya and Reggiani 2023), with at
least two-thirds of the 169 targets requiring local implementation
(OECD 2020).
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To demonstrate their active engagement in implementing the
2030 Agenda, cities, regions, and other sub-national govern-
ments—which we will henceforth refer to as local governments—
have mirrored the FUR process designed for national governments
and their VNRs through Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs).
Originally launched as a bottom-up initiative by local govern-
ments—particularly cities—to showcase their work on the SDGs,
VLRs have since evolved beyond their initial purpose, becoming a
key tool for structuring local SDGs action and organising FUR pro-
cesses (Ortiz-Moya et al. 2020; UCLG and UN-Habitat 2020; Ortiz-
Moya and Reggiani 2023). However, how to operationalise FUR
remains an under-researched area (De Francesco et al. 2024), and
there is little empirical evidence on the implications of FUR pro-
cesses for governance structures and policy at the local level.

This study contributes to filling this gap by exploring how FUR
is conducted through VLRs in seven European cities. The main re-
search questions are: (i) How do European cities operationalise
FUR through VLRs? And (ii) How are cities using FUR to shape lo-
cal policymaking to accelerate the implementation of the 2030
Agenda? We explore these questions through the thematic analy-
sis of semi-structured interviews with city officials responsible
for the VLR process of cities that have conducted two or more
VLRs between 2019 and 2022 (i.e. Barcelona, Spain; Bonn,
Germany; Bristol, UK; Ghent, Belgium; Gladsaxe, Denmark;
Helsinki, Finland; and Stuttgart, Germany).

Building on existing literature and the initial experiences of cit-
ies implementing VLRs, we propose four hypotheses that reflect
key expectations for the implementation of FUR through VLRs in
European cities. First, we hypothesise that, when operationalising
FUR, cities use VLRs as a strategic tool for localising global SDG tar-
gets and indicators. Second, we hypothesise that the localisation of
the SDGs through VLRs creates barriers to integrating FUR efforts
across local, national, and global levels, particularly in terms of re-
view and reporting processes. Third, we hypothesise that FUR
remains a stand-alone exercise, often disconnected from broader
municipal governance structures. Fourth, we hypothesise that the
influence of FUR through VLRs on policymaking remains limited,
primarily due to the siloed nature of local governance structures,
where fragmented, department-specific policies impede broader
cross-departmental coordination for sustainable development.

These hypotheses serve as an ex-ante framework for our
analysis of the procedures and considerations followed by
European local governments when engaging with the SDGs and
their follow-up and review. Through our findings, we seek to sup-
port sustainable development at the local level and contribute to
the design of more effective and inclusive sustainability agendas
in the future, providing a standard ‘toolkit’ of reasonable expect-
ations for applying FUR at the municipal level.

Following this introduction, we explore the follow-up and re-
view architecture of the 2030 Agenda and the challenges faced by
local governments in conducting FUR. After explaining the meth-
ods used to analyse our data, we describe the main findings of
the thematic analysis. Finally, we discuss the implications of our
findings for the FUR of the 2030 Agenda at different levels of gov-
ernment and the potential of FUR to maximise the implementa-
tion of the SDGs at the local level.

The follow-up and review of the SDGs,
aprimer

The 2030 Agenda established 17 SDGs based on the principle of
governance through goal setting (Biermann et al. 2017; Kanie et al.
2017). This approach implies that governments and other political

actors determine an objective, usually at the international level,
and set goals for progress towards that objective while making their
commitment public (Kanie et al. 2017). However, as these global
goals are not legally binding, there are no enforcement mecha-
nisms or sanctions for non-compliant actors, making arrangements
for follow-up and review (FUR) essential to ensure adequate prog-
ress towards the goals (Persson et al. 2016; Breuer et al. 2022).

The literature has argued that FUR processes encourage com-
mitment to achieving the SDGs while fostering transparency and
making governments accountable to citizens and the global com-
munity (Van de Walle and Cornelissen 2014; Fukuda-Parr and
McNeill 2015; Bexell and Jonsson 2019). However, neither policy
nor academic debates have clarified how FUR can actually maxi-
mise progress towards the SDGs (Persson et al. 2016).

The 2030 Agenda structures FUR around national, supra-
national, and global processes. The main responsibility for de-
signing and conducting FUR rests with national governments,
and UN Member States are encouraged to undertake voluntary
assessments of progress towards the SDGs in the form of
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs). VNRs are presented annu-
ally at the High-level Political Forum on Sustainable
Development (HLPF) and are fundamental to the governance
through goals approach of the 2030 Agenda (Adams and judd
2016; Bexell and Jonsson 2019; Morita et al. 2020; Beisheim and
Fritzsche 2022). Although the 2030 Agenda leaves the door open
for SDGs reviews at the local level, these are not formally inte-
grated into its overall FUR architecture and, if conducted, are still
recommended to be “country-led and country-driven” (UNGA
2015 paragraph 79).

The 2030 Agenda provides few, and mostly general, rules on
how to conduct FUR. The main resolution identifies nine guiding
principles highlighting the importance of evidence-based, trans-
parent, and inclusive FUR processes (UNGA 2015, paragraph 74).
In 2017, 2 years after the adoption of the 2030 Agenda, UN mem-
ber states approved a global indicator framework to measure
progress, developed by the UN Statistical Commission (UNSD)
and later revised in 2020 (Adams and Judd 2016; UNGA 2017,
Giles-Corti et al. 2020). Recognising the importance of VNRs as
the main instrument for Member States to monitor, evaluate,
and report on their efforts on implementing the SDGs, the United
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA)
has established reporting guidelines on various components to
be included in VNR reports—such as “Methodology” or the “Policy
and enabling environment” (UNDESA 2023)—but without practi-
cal step-by-step recommendations to facilitate conducting
FUR processes.

Lack of official definition and prescriptive advice has resulted
in a wide variety of approaches to FUR within VNRs, which are of-
tentimes considered insufficient to fully capture SDG achieve-
ment to date (Elder 2020; CDP 2021, 2022; Elder and Newman
2023). Persson et al. (2016) address this issue by conceptualising
FUR as comprising two separate but complementary dimensions.
First, they define follow-up as “monitoring and reporting of prog-
ress on goals and targets.” Review includes “evaluation of efforts
to achieve goals and targets and whether the goals and targets
are appropriate in the first place” (p. 60). When working in tan-
dem, these two dimensions can advance monitoring and evalua-
tion cycles in which outcome assessment could result in
reformulating programmes and policies if progress is unsatisfac-
tory (Yonehara et al. 2017; Leavesley et al. 2022). Yet, FUR has
been theorised independently of its operationalisation, leading to
a limited understanding of the internal mechanisms governing
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follow-up and review exercises on the SDGs both at the national
and local level.

Research has identified a number of concerns that may limit
the effectiveness of FUR processes in shaping policymaking to ac-
celerate sustainable development. Several studies have
highlighted the tensions and the politics of review and reporting
mechanisms, which might make FUR contentious and reduce its
positive impact (Donald and Way 2016; Bexell and Jonsson 2017).
The effectiveness of FUR in accelerating the implementation of
the SDGs might also be limited by each country’s ability to collect
and analyse data, as well as evaluate and review their policies ac-
cordingly (Stafford-Smith et al. 2017). Another concern relates to
the set of indicators used to measure progress towards the SDGs,
which highlight priorities but may lead to ignore unmeasured yet
important issues (Fukuda-Parr 2014; Yonehara et al. 2017).
Finally, FUR processes and outputs usually ignore the broader
public and are commonly aimed at international elite actors
(Bexell and Jonsson 2017, 2019).

Another key shortcoming of the FUR architecture of the 2030
Agenda 1is its omission of local governments (Narang Suri et al.
2021)—a significant oversight given their importance in achieving
the SDGs (OECD 2020). To fill this gap, a number of local govern-
ments worldwide have aligned their sustainability policies with
the 2030 Agenda, with many of them replicating the FUR process
undertaken by national governments in their VNRs in the form of
Voluntary Local Reviews (VLRs) (Ortiz-Moya et al. 2020, 2021).
VLRs emerged in 2018 as a bottom-up response to the challenges
of following up and reviewing the SDGs at the local level (Ruiz-
Campillo and Rosas Nieva 2022). Initially, VLRs followed the
structure of VNRs recommended by UNDESA, focusing on local
indicators, means of implementation, and stakeholder engage-
ment processes. While early VLRs primarily served to report on a
local government’s progress towards achieving the SDGs, they
have since evolved into powerful tools for localising the 2030
Agenda and for structuring, monitoring, and evaluating its imple-
mentation (Ciambra et al. 2023; Fox and Macleod 2023; Ortiz-
Moya and Reggiani 2023).

The unofficial and bottom-up nature of VLRs makes it compli-
cated to accurately gauge the full extent and impact of the VLR
movement. It is estimated that over 260 VLR reports were pre-
sented by subnational levels of government—including regional,
provincial, municipal, neighbourhood entities—between 2018
and 2023 (Ortiz-Moya and Kataoka 2024). The number of VLRs
have increased annually since 2018, although there seems to be a
lower number of VLR reports published in 2023. However, this
figure likely underestimates the total number of VLRs published
by the end of 2023. Since VLRs are not formally integrated into
the FUR architecture of the 2030 Agenda, there is no centralised
mechanism for tracking all VLRs. Subnational governments are
typically encouraged to self-report their VLR efforts to various in-
ternational organisation, which host them in separate online re-
positories, leading to discrepancies in the number of reports (see
Supplementary Table 1). Another challenge is the lack of official
definition of VLRs, making it difficult to discern which reports
should be classified as such, leaving room for varying interpreta-
tions of what constitutes a VLR.

Europe has seen the highest number of VLRs presented by
subnational governments between 2018 and 2023, with an esti-
mated 93 reports (Ortiz-Moya and Kataoka 2024). Of these, 69
were authored by municipal governments, while 24 were pro-
duced by regional or provincial authorities, or jointly by munici-
pal and regional governments—such as in Italy, where
metropolitan cities and their respective regional governments

collaborated on VLRs. Figure 1 shows the municipal governments
in Europe that have released at least one VLR during this period.

While VLRs may offer a way forward to address the contradic-
tions between the global ambitions of the 2030 Agenda and the
local actions needed to achieve them, research on how to con-
duct FUR through VLRs is scarce. In this paper, we aim to contrib-
ute to filling two gaps in the literature. The first is the dearth of
empirical knowledge on how local governments operationalise
FUR via VLRs—which contrasts, e.g. with the attention paid to
VNRs (Elder 2020; Kandpal and Okitasari 2022; Elder and
Newman 2023). This is a key issue for both research and practice
given that, despite the myriad of VLR guidelines that have been
produced—including those by UNESCAP (2020), UNDESA (2020),
UNECE (2021), UN-Habitat together with UCLG (2020, 2021); UN-
Habitat and UCLG (2024), CEPAL (2024); the European Union
(Siragusa et al. 2020, 2022), UNECA (2022), the Institute for Global
Environmental Strategies (Koike et al. 2020), IISD (2022), and arco
(2024)—local authorities are still struggling to apply these top-
down solutions to their unique governance structures and chal-
lenges. Not only it is difficult to make sense of the SDGs and their
targets, but the global indicator framework is not easily applica-
ble to sub-national realities—especially as many cities lack the
capacity to collect, organise, and analyse data for a wide range of
SDG targets (Jossin and Peters 2022; Fox and Macleod 2023).

The second gap we address relates to how FUR can contribute
to accelerating the achievement of the SDGs, particularly at the
local level. Much of the policy and academic discussion on FUR is
top-down and theoretical (Regions4 2018; Abraham 2021; Reuter
2023). As a result, the ever-growing list of recommendations fo-
cused on measuring the SDGs is out of touch with the capacity
constraints, data availability, and technical know-how of local
governments (Leavesley et al. 2022; Reuter 2023). Moreover, the
theoretical emphasis on monitoring that exist in most of the lit-
erature may hinder discussions on how to steer action towards
effective implementation of the SDGs. This aspect that would re-
quire paying equal attention and strengthening of the review di-
mension of FUR to find new pathways to accelerate sustainable
development (Georgeson and Maslin 2018).

Methodology

In this study, we focus on a comprehensive sample of European
cities that engaged in FUR through a VLR process between 2019
and 2022. Cities are key to delivering the 2030 Agenda due to
their proximity to people and their ability to respond quickly
to emerging problems (Ansell et al. 2022). We limited the sample
to cases that conducted two or more VLRs, as periodic follow-up
and review are critical for achieving the SDGs, as outlined in the
2030 Agenda (UNGA 2015).We decided to focus solely on cities so
that our sample would be more homogenous—allowing for a
more focused analysis of the data and to strengthen internal va-
lidity. Exploring the ways other local governments (e.g. regions)
conduced FUR through VLRs is an important issue for fu-
ture research.

Given that European countries are leading in SDG implemen-
tation (Sachs et al. 2023), and cities within these countries are at
the forefront among OECD local governments in SDG achieve-
ment (Briggs et al. 2022), we anticipate that European cities with
multiple VLRs provide a robust case for empirical analysis of lo-
cal FUR practices. A total of 40 cities in Europe had completed
and published a VLR in the time frame considered by the study.
Out of them, eight conducted two or more VLRs; these eight cities
with were contacted to scope their interest and availability in
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Cities with at least one VLR
report (2018-2023)

@ Case study cities

Figure 1. Identified cities with at least one VLR report (2018-2023), highlighting the case study cities. Source: Map by Fernando Ortiz-Moya.

participating in an interview, with representatives from seven
cities agreeing to join the study—namely, Barcelona, Spain;
Bonn, Germany; Bristol, the UK; Ghent, Belgium; Gladsaxe,
Denmark; Helsinki, Finland; and Stuttgart, Germany (Table 1).

With regards to participants, we focused on including city offi-
cials who were responsible for VLRs in each of the cases. Seven
semi-structured interviews were conducted and recorded online
between November 2022 and May 2023. The aim was to better
understand the operationalisation of FUR by European cities
through the VLR process and how FUR is used to shape local poli-
cymaking and accelerate the implementation of the 2030
Agenda. Questions in the interview protocol included: “How is
your city approaching the follow-up and review of the SDGs and
the reporting of findings?”; and “How does FUR integrate and in-
fluence planning processes?” During interviews, the protocol was
adapted to the flow of the conversations and questions that were
found to elicit better insight from participants were prioritised.
Ethical approval for the research was obtained by the corre-
sponding author and participants provided consent to participate
in the study. To maintain confidentiality, the quotes included in
the paper have been anonymised.

After transcribing the interviews, thematic analysis (Guest
et al. 2012; Braun and Clarke 2021) was used to explore and iden-
tify themes within the data. We used NVivo software for analysis
and employed both deductive and inductive approaches to code

the data. This methodology is flexible and driven by both theory
and data—therefore well suited for coding that, while based on
participants’ experiences, draws from theory and prior literature
to illuminate complex phenomena (Braun and Clarke 2012;
Swain 2018).

Before the systematic analysis of data, and framed by both
our research questions and hypotheses, a codebook was devel-
oped that included three broad codes (follow-up of the imple-
mentation of the SDGs, review of the implementation of the
SDGs, FUR to accelerate local action) and a number of subcodes
to further explore and clarify data. In differentiating between fol-
low up and review during our analysis, we adopt a conceptualisa-
tion of FUR similar to Persson et al. (2016), which defines follow
up as monitoring and reporting while linking review with the
evaluation of the SDGs. The authors independently coded a sub-
set of representative interviews and subsequently compared
their coding choices. During initial coding, each transcript was
reviewed, and labels were applied to segments of text that
reflected distinct ideas or concepts. Consistent with the purpose
of this study and our approach to thematic analysis, we
employed an interactive and reflexive approach to coding that
left room to adjust, reorganise, and clarify codes. While we
reached appropriate saturation by including seven out of eight
cities that qualified for the study, we enhanced the trustworthi-
ness and reliability of the analysis by undertaking multiple
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Table 1. Cities included in the study, number of interviewees, data of the interview, and the year of publication of the VLRs.

City (country) Number of interviewees Date of interview Year of publication of VLR report

2019 2020 2021 2022
Barcelona (Spain) 2 2023-01-20 X X X
Bonn (Germany) 2 2022-11-17 X X
Bristol (UK) 1 2022-11-18 X X
Ghent (Belgium) 1 2023-05-17 X X X
Gladsaxe 1 2023-04-19 X X
(Denmark)
Helsinki (Finland) 2 2022-11-18 X X
Stuttgart 1 2023-05-11 X X
(Germany)

rounds of preliminary coding. Through this iterative process,
themes began to be identified and the process was repeated until
agreement was reached between the authors.

Follow-up and review through VLRs in
European cities: procedures and impacts on
SDG implementation

Follow-up of the implementation of the SDGs via
VLRs: operationalising monitoring and reporting
by localising global goals and targets

We identified two overarching themes that capture significant
areas of concern for participants regarding the creation of local
follow-up frameworks through VLRs (i.e. the first component of
FUR). These are: (i) localising the targets and indicators of the
2030 Agenda, and (ii) integrating local monitoring efforts into na-
tional and global-level FUR processes. These two themes high-
light the ways local governments are operationalising FUR to
assess how their policies are performing over time and whether
they are making progress towards achieving the targets set out in
the SDGs. Examining these themes also gives insight into the ten-
sions between the prescriptive, top-down outlook of the 2030
Agenda and the bottom-up approaches to FUR undertaken by cit-
ies through their VLRs.

All of the city officials we interviewed agreed that localisation
was key to establishing follow-up frameworks—i.e. translating
the 2030 Agenda goals, targets, and indicators in a way that
reflects local contexts and priorities. Arguably, this was needed
because the FUR architecture of the 2030 Agenda was designed
for national governments. Most interviewees noted that localisa-
tion did not happen in a vacuum,; their cities already had sustain-
able development policies and monitoring and evaluation
frameworks in place. However, the SDGs have introduced a new
way of thinking about sustainable development that emphasises
policy integration, global accountability, and multi-stakeholder
implementation (Biermann et al. 2017; Breuer et al. 2019; Breuer
and Leininger 2021; Eichhorn et al. 2021). This requires a para-
digm shift in governance structures, e.g. by aligning existing poli-
cies, planning instruments, and key performance indicators
(KPIs) with the SDGs.

While all the cases we considered employed VLRs as a key tool
to operationalise FUR, their approach to localising the SDGs to fa-
cilitate monitoring varied between cities. Gladsaxe, e.g. emphas-
ised “translating the SDGs into the local context,” which involved
organising focus groups with local stakeholders to “get [the SDGs]
closer to the citizens and the community.” City officials in Bristol,
on the other hand, used a mix of bottom-up and top-down
approaches in their localisation process. The city mapped SDGs
targets against the One City Plan—the city’s plan setting

priorities and goals to achieve a more sustainable and inclusive
Bristol by 2050 (Bristol City Council 2019; Fox and Macleod
2019)—to decide which targets were relevant to the local context
and whether the city has jurisdiction over their implementation.

When deciding which indicators to use in local follow-up exer-
cises—which is one of the key challenges of FUR processes
(Fukuda-Parr 2014; Georgeson and Maslin 2018; Giles-Corti et al.
2020)—most of our participants noted that they started by evalu-
ating what their city was already measuring through other mech-
anisms. Ghent, e.g. noted that:

“[When it comes to monitoring] The best starting point is look-
ing at what [indicators] you already have, what you already
use. ... It’s an interesting starting point because you can
clearly see what you are not measuring [and] because the
SDGs [cover] a lot of topics.”

As the quote highlights, assessing available indicators and
data helps to align them with the SDGs and identify blind spots
in existing monitoring practices. This approach also avoids dupli-
cations—and the resulting increase in bureaucracy and/or an in-
efficlent use of resources—while creating a local follow-up
framework that is relevant to the day-to-day reality of the lo-
cal government.

Participants discussed a range of challenges they encountered
when deciding on indicators to monitor progress on the SDGs.
They noted that it was difficult to obtain up-to-date, relevant,
and quality data to measure some of the SDGs at the local level.
Even when data was available at the national level, it could often
not be disaggregated to the local level. By reflecting on their
experiences on delivering two or more VLRs (see Table 1), city
officials also realised that data was not updated regularly enough
to measure the impact of unexpected crisis on the SDGs—such
as the COVID-19 pandemic or the cost-of-living crisis.

Deciding what to measure—i.e. the unit of analysis—was fur-
ther complicated when monitoring was approached from the
perspective of local action. While the 2030 Agenda brings to-
gether all aspects of sustainable development, local governments
are responsible for different areas of the SDGs depending on their
context and the multi-level governance networks in which they
are embedded. Moreover, as noted by city officials in Barcelona,
it is the city as a whole that is responsible for delivering on the
2030 Agenda, not just the city council. Local governments, there-
fore, face a “dilemma” when operationalising FUR:

“Most of the indicators [we have] ... give us maybe a better pic-
ture of the city, but they are not so strongly connected with
the activity of the city council. ... [Instead we should] increase
the indicators that refer to the activity of city council. This
would be better to evaluate performance. ... We have to [find
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an] equilibrium ... and this should be reflected in the indica-

tors [we employ]

This quote indicates that, when designing follow-up frame-
works at the local level, it is key to strike a balance between
city-wide indicators—which provide an overall picture of the
city—and indicators that are relevant to achieving targets to
which city councils can actually contribute.

The reporting process to disseminate the results of monitoring
exercises to a wider audience is another key component of FUR—
and, more broadly, a cornerstone of the politics of sustainable de-
velopment as imagined by the 2030 Agenda. This is because
reporting contributes to greater transparency and accountability
of governments to citizens, stakeholders, and the global commu-
nity (Bexell and Jonsson 2017, 2019; Breuer et al. 2022). Cities
highlighted that, in addition to structuring their local follow-up
of the SDGs, VLRs were also helpful in reporting on their out-
comes. As the interviewee from Stuttgart argued, VLRs are more
comprehensive compared to traditional reporting mechanisms:

“The additional value of the VLR is that it actually covers the
broad spectrum of environmental, social, and ecological affairs
within Stuttgart. ... [Additionally] our VLR shows the connect-
edness of different fields of sustainability ... and shows possi-
ble conflicts of interest as well as the relevance of correlating
SDGs. It makes [information] more visible and transparent.”

It is worth noting that VLR reports submitted by cities around
the world are often available in English (Ortiz-Moya et al. 2023).
This facilitates peer-learning between cities, as VLRs tend to in-
clude lessons learned, exemplary practices, and challenges faced
in implementing the SDGs. However, this raises the question of
who the report’s audience is, especially in countries where
English is not widely spoken and there is no version of the report
in the local language.

While international organisations are increasingly encourag-
ing greater integration between local and national reporting
(Bilsky et al. 2021; UCLG and UN-Habitat 2021; UN-Habitat 2022),
our findings highlight the complex governance structures re-
quired to move beyond mere rhetoric and achieve this objective.
The difficulties of reporting the results of local-level follow-up of
SDGs implementation to feed into national (and, by extension,
global) FUR processes emerged as a key theme during the analy-
sis of the interviews. Participants stressed that there seemed to
be limited integration between VLRs and VNRs despite cities re-
ceiving more support from national governments to implement
the SDGs. Several explanations could account for this finding. On
the one hand, once cities have adapted the targets and indicators
of the 2030 Agenda to their unique circumstances, they may no
longer be compatible with the nationally (or globally) defined set
of indicators. On the other hand, the relatively limited number of
cities in each country conducting a VLR might mean that the
results are not representative of the overall national progress on
the SDGs.

Some participants discussed ongoing initiatives that could
help bridge the gap between national and local-level when opera-
tionalising FUR. Bonn, e.g. explained that its 2022 VLR was part of
the test phase of a national project to localise indicators in
Germany, which aims to facilitate vertical integration in follow-
up processes by creating a standardised set of indicators for
which data are available in municipalities with more than 5,000
inhabitants (Jossin and Peters 2021; City of Bonn 2022). Initiatives
such as this can support better integration across multiple levels
of government by advancing a national common framework for

monitoring and reporting on progress on the SDGs at the local
level that can be integrated into VNRs more easily. Moreover,
country-wide support systems would address some of the chal-
lenges that local governments face in selecting indicators and
obtaining data, thus enabling more cities to conduct a VLR.

Operationalising the review of SDGs
implementation: VLRs and local action

After analysing interviews, we identified three themes to illus-
trate the approaches used by cities within our sample to opera-
tionalise a robust review of their commitments to the 2030
Agenda as part of their VLR process: (i) embedding the SDGs into
municipal strategies; (ii) timing FUR exercises with policy cycles;
and (iii) integrating FUR into municipal governance structures.
These three themes reflect the importance of mainstreaming
FUR into all aspects of municipal operations in order to review
the implementation of the SDGs and ensure that all departments
of the administration are working to advance sustainable
development.

A common strategy employed by local governments within
our sample to enable consistent reviewing at the local level was
to embed the SDGs into strategic planning instruments. This
institutionalisation of the SDGs helped maximise the impact of
FUR exercises by correlating the KPIs of plans with sustainable
development objectives. This strategy for evaluation is well ex-
emplified by the case of Gladsaxe:

“We have integrated the SDGs in our municipality strategy. ...
We have not made a specific SDG strategy, we have integrated
the SDGs into the core functions of the municipality. So it's a
part of the management system and steering system of the en-
tire municipality, within the entire organisation. That means
that we have the strategy and we have some indicators [to] fol-
low up that we do actually reach the goals that we have set.”

Gladsaxe’s approach to reviewing had the added benefits of
promoting ownership of the SDGs and accountability. The quote
also emphasises that once the 2030 Agenda is embedded into a
city’s core policies, the SDGs are no longer an add-on to ongoing
and future strategies, but the fundamental principle that guides
the entire municipality.

The review of SDGs implementation should not be an after-
thought but should proactively guide local action. This would re-
quire FUR—and by extension, VLRs—to be both framed and be
conducted in synergy with the design, implementation, monitor-
ing, and evaluation of strategies, rather than conducted after ac-
tivities. During interviews, participants shared that achieving
such levels of integration is inherently difficult due to, e.g. the
need for strong political commitment to the 2030 Agenda. To
overcome these challenges, some cities decided to conduct their
VLRs in line with local government cycles—such as electoral
cycles, updates to overreaching strategies or major sectoral
plans—in the hope that timing their principal tool to review the
SDGs strategically would promote an evidence-based and sus-
tainable decision-making model for local government.

When discussing the timing of review processes, participants
had different views. Some city officials, e.g. noted the importance
of aligning their VLRs with relevant political cycles. This helps to
build political support for SDGs localisation—an aspect that is
fundamental to accelerating sustainable development at the lo-
cal level (Allen et al. 2018; Masuda et al. 2021). On the other hand,
FUR processes underpinned by well-timed local reviews could in-
form policymakers’ decisions, allowing them to steer local
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strategies to maximise their contribution to sustainability goals.
As noted by Ghent’s interviewee:

“[A VLR] is like a compass. Are we evolving in the right direc-
tion, or not? ... We will publish our new VLR next year [just
before the new local elections]. [As a result] The new adminis-
tration will have very clear documents about what is going
good and what isn’t going good in the city. It's data driven. ...
We try to give the right information to the politicians to make
a long-term strategy. It’s a very good framework.”

As Ghent’s case suggests, aligning FUR with political cycles
could also increase the ability of local administrations to address
changing environments and adapt policies to emerging issues
like the COVID-19 pandemic.

The case of Helsinki offers an alternative approach to schedul-
ing the review of SDGs implementation. The city aligned its VLR
with the development and evaluation phases of the Helsinki City
Strategy—which is updated every council term to reflect the
city’s priorities (City of Helsinki 2021). The 2019 VLR coincided
with the midpoint of the Helsinki City Strategy 2017-2021, while
the 2021 VLR was conducted at the end of the strategy and as
planning for the 2021-2025 term began. This synchronisation
allowed for effective monitoring, evaluation and review of SDG
progress and, most importantly, to inform the development of
the key objectives of the City Strategy.

Participants noted that the ways the SDGs are integrated into
local governance is equally important in shaping reviews of SDGS
implementation and, more broadly, the impacts of FUR pro-
cesses. The analysis of our data shows that the location of the
team responsible for the implementation of the SDGs (therefore
of FUR) within the municipal governance structure varies greatly
from case to case—e.g. directly under the mayor’s office supervi-
sion, in the international relations department, or spread across
the organisation. In a few cases, the location of the team changed
over time adding uncertainties or forcing participants to reshape
their activities.

Several city officials observed that, to integrate review exer-
cises into local governance, it was beneficial to have formal pro-
cesses in place to collaborate with and report to key political
figures and/or decision-makers in local governments. In Ghent, e.
g. working with the mayor enabled “strategic coordination,”
which was helpful in keeping the follow-up and review of the
SDGs as a priority in the administration. Working closely with
the city council was also identified by participants as maximising
the impact of FUR in the review of policies, since it implies a
strong mandate to locally advance the SDGs.

Regardless of location, the team responsible for the VLR
needed the cooperation of other departments to operationalise
various components of review processes. This speaks to the need
for governance structures that enable greater policy integration,
which is key to deliver the 2030 Agenda (Stafford-Smith et al.
2018; Brand et al. 2021; Elder 2025). Participants found conducting
VLRs to be particularly useful in advancing FUR efforts holisti-
cally while breaking down longstanding siloes in local policymak-
ing. In the case of Stuttgart, the interviewee explains:

“[SDGs localisation through our VLR] provided us with a com-
prehensive framework that also fosters cross-sectoral and
interdisciplinary cooperation within the administration. [It
provided] a creative space [where] we can test instruments
and develop them further. ... [This process] makes the SDGs
more tangible. It helps colleagues in different departments re-
alise that FUR is] not so much about doing something

additional or new, but rather about a change of perspective
and using the SDGs as a framework to have more tar-
geted measures.”

The quote highlights that FUR, especially when review exer-
cises are conducted through a VLR, can promote policy integra-
tion within the local administration by facilitating collaboration
between different departments and the identification of syner-
gles and trade-offs between their actions (Ortiz-Moya and
Reggiani 2023). This, in turn, can lead to the revision of existing
policies or the creation of new ones for sustainable development.

FUR to shape local policy making: sustainability
budgeting to reinforce VLR processes and
accelerate the implementation of the SDGs

During the interviews, we asked participants to identify ways in
which FUR conducted through VLRs is shaping local policy mak-
ing to accelerate the implementation of the 2030 Agenda. In most
cases, sustainability budgeting—i.e. the integration of sustain-
able development concerns into budgeting processes to steer
actions towards sustainable pathways (Wilkinson et al. 2008)—
emerged as an area of experimentation for mainstreaming the
SDGs into core local government processes. Sustainability budg-
eting, also known as green budgeting, is not a new concept—the
Brundtland Report already recommended governments to ensure
that their budgets promote sustainable development
(Brundtland 1987; Jordan and Lenschow 2010). However, the idea
has recently gained momentum in international forums as a key
tool for governments at all levels to strengthen the implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda (UNDP 2020; OECD 2022).

Our interviews suggest that adopting sustainability budgeting
enhances the VLR process by reinforcing both monitoring and
evaluation of SDGs implementation at the local level. This is be-
cause sustainability budgeting enables governments to develop
specific indicators to quantify, assess, and optimise the contribu-
tions to the SDGs brought by local policies. In turn, the ability of
FUR conducted via VLR to steer policymaking is strengthened
when sustainable development is linked to financial considera-
tions explicitly, e.g. through SDG-aligned procurement and pol-
icy adoption.

In the development of its sustainability budgeting, the case of
Bonn is exemplary as the city has started “to transform the com-
plete municipal budget tools” to test how they can support FUR
efforts. In particular, our interviewees highlighted that sustain-
ability budgeting holds great potential to strengthen local moni-
toring due to the more granular data generated to address
financial performance:

“The data generated for the sustainability budgeting can give a
more realistic picture of what the municipality actually does.
It might not give [a full comprehensive| picture, but it is more
closely linked to the work [of each department]. The process to
build up a sustainability budgeting [can help] to develop mean-
ingful key performance indicators with regards to sustainabil-
ity. [Thus we look at indicators that can actually be influenced
by the municipality, That is something that we discussed very
often ... [and] this data describes the situation within
the city.”

Bonn'’s experience suggests that the adoption of sustainability
budgeting can facilitate the development of more effective mea-
surement tools for assessing municipal progress towards the
SDGs. This is because, by bringing together financial perfor-
mance and sustainable development, the sets of data used for
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budgeting and budgeting-related indictors are more closely
linked to municipal action than global indicators. Additionally,
the case of Bonn shows that sustainability budgeting focuses on
monitoring performance indicators for which the local govern-
ment is directly responsible, thus making it possible to measure
the impact of its policymaking efforts on sustainable develop-
ment more transparently.

The analysis of interviews highlights that, when it comes to
FUR in general and VLRs in particular, sustainability budgeting
can also contribute to policy evaluation and review—especially
once the SDGs have been integrated into local strategies and gov-
ernance structures (UNDP 2020). Helsinki noted that, since budg-
eting is a “core process” that includes key “operational targets”
for the municipality and is run every year, it helps to “evaluate
how well these targets meet SDGs and what could be improved.”
In the case of Stuttgart, the city explicitly linked its VLR and
budgeting timelines so that monitoring and evaluation efforts
are integrated and can better steer municipal action.

When FUR and sustainable budgeting are aligned, this has sig-
nificant implications for SDGs localisation. In particular, as
highlighted by Glasdsaxe’s interviewee, a purposeful focus on
budgeting helps mainstreaming the SDGs across all departments
and activities of the local government:

“[After] we integrated the SDGs in our municipality strategy.

. they have been further integrated into practice. ...[and]
into our core functions of the municipality. ... [In particular]
we integrated the SDGs and sustainability into our budget ev-
ery year. So, if there is something you want to have in the bud-
get, you have to make a connection on how it provides more
sustainability in Gladsaxe. [Otherwise , | you can't have
it approved.”

Gladsaxe’s example illustrates how sustainability budgeting
allows for the lasting impact of local government action by ori-
enting projects and procurement efforts to meet the standard of
the SDGs.

Overall, our analysis suggests that sustainability budgeting is
emerging as an innovative mechanism in the pursuit of Follow-
up and Review of the SDGs via Voluntary Local Reviews. Unlike
ad hoc interventions, sustainability budgeting offers a holistic and
systematic perspective that aligns well with the principles of
VLRs. Furthermore, integrating considerations of financial per-
formance and sustainable development has the potential to en-
hance the effectiveness of VLRs, particularly in addressing public
procurement.

Discussion

There is still insufficient understanding of how FUR is conducted
to implement the SDGs and accelerate sustainable development,
particularly at the local level. By examining seven European cit-
ies that conducted two or more VLRs between 2019 and 2022, we
provide new empirical evidence on how local governments oper-
ationalise FUR through VLRs. Our findings illustrate how VLRs—
one of the tools used to localise, implement, and monitor the
2030 Agenda—can structure FUR processes to significantly con-
tribute to accelerating the SDGs.

Our results gave nuance to the four hypotheses. Overall, our
findings indicate that cities began to operationalise FUR through
VLRs by adapting existing monitoring and reporting mechanisms
to the SDGs. Subsequent iterations of VLRs have allowed cities to
align more closely with the 2030 Agenda, and to enhance the so-
phistication of FUR processes. This has facilitated the shaping of

policy and the introduction of new mechanisms, such as sustain-
ability budgeting, to implement the SDGs. Despite the challenges
associated with working with the 2030 Agenda at the local level,
our interviews provide empirical evidence that conducting FUR
through VLRs fosters innovative approaches potentially acceler-
ating the transition to sustainable development pathways.

In line with our first hypothesis, our analysis indicates that
VLRs contribute to the operationalisation of FUR in cities during
the follow-up stage in two ways. First, by supporting local moni-
toring of targets and indicators that aligns the SDGs with specific
priorities and available data. Second, VLRs have a focus on
reporting and this facilitates policy review, accountability, and
the sharing of best practice. Our findings also corroborate the
second hypothesis that localising the SDGs hinders the integra-
tion of FUR across different governance levels. Our cases high-
light that achieving integration of local monitoring efforts into
national and global FUR is difficult, particularly when follow-up
is focused on designing unique indicators to measure progress at
the local level—which makes it harder to bridge the gap between
different levels of planning and governance when it comes to
sustainable development.

The third hypothesis that FUR is disconnected from broader
municipal governance structures was not supported. In contrast,
we found that conducting FUR via VLRs was beneficial to evalu-
ating local governments’ efforts to implement the SDGs.
Reflecting on their VLRs, participants highlighted three key strat-
egles to facilitate the operationalisation of FUR frameworks at
the review stage: (i) by embedding the SDGs in municipal strate-
gies, (ii) by timing FUR exercises to coordinate with policy cycles;
and (iii) by integrating FUR into municipal governance structures.
Overall, these three approaches to the review process reflect dif-
ferent levels of institutionalisation and mainstreaming of sus-
tainable development principles in local government activities.
Local FUR exercises, could therefore help to create more effective
institutional arrangements and policy frameworks for local gov-
ernments to deliver the 2030 Agenda.

Surprisingly, regarding the fourth hypothesis, our data high-
lights that the local governments in our sample do not employ
VLRs solely to operationalise FUR. On the contrary, as suggested
by the 2030 Agenda, our participants engage with local FUR as an
opportunity to test new approaches to accelerate the implemen-
tation of the SDGs—as aspect recognised in the literature as criti-
cal to successfully implement the SDGs (Ortiz-Moya and Kataoka
2022). Among these novel approaches, sustainability budgeting
emerged during the interviews as a tool to further institutionalise
the SDGs and maximise the impact of FUR. This is because it
links sustainable concerns to financial performance, which is
one of the main priorities of local governments (Preuss 2009;
UNDP 2020; OECD 2022; Cohen et al. 2023). While further research
is needed in this area, this finding strengthens the case for the
synergistic implementation of sustainability budgeting and VLRs.
Finding synergies between global agendas and municipal priori-
ties not only holds promise for comprehensive and impactful
localisation of the SDGs, but is also a valuable lesson that can in-
form the post-2030 Agenda debate.

When considering the findings, it is important to note that the
European cities in our sample have all accumulated significant
experience with sustainable development agendas over the
years. This has influenced our findings by drawing attention to
more advanced aspects of SDG monitoring and evaluation thanks
to existing frameworks that generally only required refinements
to align with the 2030 Agenda. On the other hand, focusing on cit-
ies that have conducted two or more VLRs allows for a deeper
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understanding of the operationalisation of FUR, as it has become
better internalised into municipal operations. Despite its explor-
atory nature and relatively small sample of cities, this study pro-
vides valuable insights into the dynamics of FUR and the
iterative improvements facilitated by recurring VLRs.

The empirical evidence provided by this study underscores
the central role of cities and other sub-national governments in
implementing the SDGs, and highlights the need for increased fo-
cus on innovative local approaches such as VLRs. While our re-
search helps to fill significant gaps in the literature on the
processes and considerations that local governments use to
follow-up and review the SDGs, several questions remain unan-
swered. Based on our analysis, we identify two key areas for fu-
ture research: (i) the persisting gaps between the global
monitoring framework, its targets, and indicators, and the practi-
cal realities of local governments; and (ii) the development of in-
tegrated, resilient, and effective FUR processes to accelerate SDG
implementation. Addressing these questions would require not
only a paradigm shift in academic discourse to incorporate more
empirical evidence, but also greater collaboration between poli-
cymakers, scholars, practitioners, and other stakeholders.

Many of the challenges local governments face in implement-
ing FUR stem from the nation-centric design of the 2030 Agenda
(Moallemi et al. 2019; Ningrum et al. 2023; Ortiz-Moya et al. 2023).
In terms of practical implications, our findings suggest that inte-
grating local and regional governments in the follow-up and re-
view architecture of the 2030 Agenda—and potentially, other
global agendas—is feasible, but would require concerted efforts
at both global and local levels. Such integration would involve
redefining targets and indicators to better reflect local realities,
and establishing formal mechanisms for subnational reviews at
the HLPF and other UN regional forums. Official recognition of
VLRs is crucial to empower local and regional governments to ef-
fectively engage with the 2030 Agenda, whose adoption remain
limited to a relatively small number of cities despite their in-
creasing recognition in international debates on sustainability
(Ortiz-Moya and Kataoka 2022).

We found that the VLR process helps to operationalise FUR by
translating the ambitions of the SDGs to local procedures and
governance structures. However, our results also highlight that
this localisation process brings about a number of trade-offs, par-
ticularly in terms of international monitoring of the implementa-
tion of the 2030 Agenda. Thus, we would recommend local
governments to think carefully about the primary objective of
their VLR. If the purpose is to use VLRs to follow up and review
the SDGs locally, cities can focus on adapting their existing moni-
toring and evaluation processes to the SDGs—a strategy that has
proven effective in many of our cases. Conversely, if the aim is to
contribute to national FUR and global reporting, local govern-
ments should align their VLR with nationally (or globally) pre-
scribed indicators; this alignment would ensure that local
monitoring can feed into their country’s VNR while also facilitat-
ing comparisons with other cities or countries. These two options
are not mutually exclusive; ideally, cities should pursue FUR pro-
cesses through VLRs that both contribute to local policymaking
and to national and global sustainable development efforts.

Conclusion

In this paper, we have examined how European cities are opera-
tionalising FUR through VLRs and how they use FUR to shape pol-
icymaking to accelerate the implementation of the 2030 Agenda.
Our analysis suggests that, through VLRs, local governments

operationalise both follow-up and review in ways that capitalise
on existing monitoring and evaluation frameworks. At the same
time, the progressive integration of FUR exercises at the local
level has led to better institutionalise and mainstream sustain-
able development in municipal activities.

Early theoretical research had warned that it is unclear how
FUR can maximise progress towards the SDGs (Persson et al.
2016). This study contributes to filling this gap by revealing that
cities are using VLRs not only to operationalise FUR, but also to
pioneer innovative mechanisms to implement the SDGs with po-
tentially lasting impact on local governance. Our findings suggest
that this is more likely to happen when FUR exercises are embed-
ded in core city processes. Recognising these local FUR efforts
would empower a greater number of local and regional govern-
ments to redouble their commitment to sustainability, provide a
more granular picture of the current state of SDG achievement,
and open up opportunities to test new ways of maximising prog-
ress towards a sustainable future.

Building on these findings, we propose that the key themes
identified in our interviews—localising the 2030 Agenda, enhancing
transparency and accountability, streamlining policymaking pro-
cesses, and integrating sustainability budgeting—can be retooled
into a practical toolkit for benchmarking the effectiveness and effi-
ciency of FUR processes through VLRs. This toolkit can help sys-
tematise FUR processes by providing baseline expectations for
developing VLRs. In practice, it ensures that VLR processes: (i) sup-
port the localisation of the 2030 Agenda by embedding sustainable
development principles across all municipal operations; (ii) are
transparent and hold governments accountable to their residents
through clear assessment and reporting of SDG progress; (iii) inte-
grate sustainable development principles into core municipal gov-
ernance structures; and (iv) link SDG actions to concrete budgets,
reflecting a commitment to implementing the 2030 Agenda.

While prescriptive, this toolkit is designed to be flexible, allow-
ing cities to adapt the VLR process to meet their unique needs.
Importantly, it views FUR through VLRs as a transformative pro-
cess that not only aligns with the 2030 Agenda, but also contributes
to advancing global sustainability beyond it. Additionally, this tool-
kit provides a foundation for future research, where its applicabil-
ity across diverse contexts and other levels of government, such as
regional administrations, could be further explored and refined.
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