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1. Introduction: The Call for a Universal Post-2015 Development Agenda 

At Rio+20, and subsequently at the September 2013 Special Session on the MDGs, governments agreed 

that the post-2015 development framework should be universal.
1
 Universality can be understood in a 

number of ways. This paper aims to ‘unpack’ how universality—and the related principle of 

differentiation—impacts the post-2015 development agenda. While the MDGs are a global framework, 

they do not comprise a universal agenda. Of the eight MDGs, only one is directed at high-income 

countries, with the other seven focusing on developing country action to reduce poverty. As evidenced in 

the MDG 2013 status report, we still have a long way to go in achieving the MDGs. 2 

Goals are by definition forward looking. The challenge is making them future-fit. Much has changed since 

the turn of the century when the MDGs were devised. The triple shock of food, finance and fuel, 

population growth, the emergence of a global middle class, migration and growing urbanization are 

among the major trends that are accelerating the scale, speed and complexity of global change and giving 

rise to new global challenges. These include vulnerabilities arising from trade and economic globalization; 

rising inequalities between regions, countries and people;3 the spread of new communicable diseases 

and increases in non-communicable diseases related to lifestyle choices; and unprecedented degradation 

of the natural environment.4 An added layer of complexity is the growing international interconnectedness 

of energy, water and food systems through global supply chains, which brings greater risk of synchronous 

failures across these systems as pressures rise from the demands of a growing population with increasing 

purchasing power. These systemic changes have the potential to inflict huge human development costs 

across the globe, with poor and vulnerable groups the hardest hit. Additionally, evidence is mounting that 

climate change increasingly will threaten development gains in many regions and among vulnerable 

communities, and will demand new approaches to risk management that defy business-as-usual 

approaches.  

Managing these complexities calls for a new sustainable development agenda, as countries increasingly 

will be unable to determine their future—economic or otherwise—in isolation. This interconnectedness and 

interdependence makes multilateral solutions and collective action more necessary than ever. This is why 

universality must be at the core of the post-2015 development agenda.
5
 

 

2.  Defining Universality in the Context of the Post-2015 Development Agenda 

Before reflecting on the integration of universality in the post-2015 development agenda (the “how”), 

greater conceptual clarity is needed on what universality means in the context of global development 

goals (the “what”).  

As a starting point, universality in its most far reaching form is a rights-based concept based on a 

common standard, as reflected in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: “(…) common standard of 

achievement for all peoples and all nations, to the end that every individual and every organ of society, 

(…) shall strive by teaching and education to promote respect for these rights and freedoms and by 

progressive measures, national and international, to secure their universal and effective recognition and 

observance, both among the peoples of Member States themselves and among the peoples of territories 

under their jurisdiction.”6  

Universality as a common standard implies that there are minimum global norms that all countries should 

meet. There is, in other words, no scope for differentiation. However, with respect to poverty and 

inequality, universality needs to be understood as a global norm that is applicable to all, but requiring 

different policy actions depending on the national development context.  
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Universality as a global norm (“Applicable to All”)  

Poverty remains one of the world’s greatest collective challenges , and poverty eradication is a global 

norm. As poverty occurs globally, addressing poverty and inequality is relevant everywhere (“Applicable to 

All”), and a truly universal development agenda cannot be confined to low-income countries. While the 

Least Developed Countries by definition face the greatest development challenges,
7
 the majority (73%) of 

the extreme poor of the world now live in middle-income countries,8 and there are signs of increasing 

poverty in high-income countries.
9
 However, the nature and extent of poverty and inequality will differ 

significantly across low, middle and high-income countries—with vastly different policy implications 

depending on where a country is in its development pathway. Hence, universality must be considered 

together with the complementary notion of differentiation.  

 

Example: Achieving the right to food in developing countries is mostly about too little nutritional value and 

too few calories (malnutrition), whereas in parts of the western world and emerging economies achieving 

food security is often about too little nutritional value but too many calories (obesity). At the same time, 

food insecurity at household level is also a rising problem in high-income economies, often related to 

unemployment and low or declining incomes.  

 

This leads to the question of how to operationalize universality as a global norm, but with differentiation, 

within the post-2015 development framework. Four dimensions of universality are proposed that reflect 

the spectrum of policy choices to achieve development goals at different scales of action and across 

different issues. These four dimensions of universality can be grouped into two broad categories: 

1) Universality as shared humanity – building on the MDGs, requiring developing countries to 

implement national policy frameworks to eradicate extreme poverty, and developed countries to 

provide adequate support in line with development effectiveness principles and practices; 

2) Universality as shared destiny – reflecting a more complex, integrated world and requiring 

political commitment and action by all countries in the economic, social and environmental policy 

domains, in line with the principle of differentiation. 

While these concepts are not mutually exclusive—and in many respects are mutually reinforcing—they do 

imply different policy actions by different countries, as depicted in the figure below. 

 

 MDGs SDGs 

Universality as a  
global norm 

"Applicable to All" 

Universality as 

shared humanity 

MDG roll-over 

Actions by the South, 
Supported by the North 

Leave no one behind 

Together as One, 
One for Zero 

Universality as 

shared destiny 

Policy coherence for 
development 

Actions by the North, 
Benefiting the South 

Collective change 

Actions by All, 
Benefiting All 
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Universality as shared humanity 

The Millennium Declaration, which underpins the MDGs, states: “We reaffirm our commitment to the 

purposes and principles of the Charter of the United Nations, which have proved timeless and universal.” 

It is thus clear that a normative concept guided the development of the MDGs. However, what sets this 

concept apart from the normative concept of universality are its operational implications.  

 MDG roll-over (“Actions by the South, Supported by the North” ) 

While the values underpinning the MDGs may be universal, the corresponding action agenda contained in 

the MDGs clearly is not. The MDGs are based on the premise that it is developing countries that must 

take action based on principles of national ownership and sovereignty. Universality—in a much narrower 

sense—is only reflected in MDG 8 in the form of a global partnership with high-income countries. Some 

countries advocate for a roll-over of the MDGs since there is still a lot of ’unfinished business’ in 

achieving these goals, especially in the LDCs. The goal framework determines a universal minimum norm, 

but differentiation of action is required depending on countries’ specific circumstances. 

 Leave no one behind (“Together as One, One for Zero”) 

Others advocate taking the MDG agenda to a higher level of ambition. Goals in the period 2015-2030 

should eradicate rather than reduce income poverty, hunger and all other forms of extreme poverty. In the 

context of the post-2015 development agenda, universality is equated with ‘getting to zero’ and ‘leaving 

no one behind.’ Getting to zero will require bold priority setting in developing countries, and effective and 

coherent national policies. Policies will differ according to local circumstances, but questions remain 

whether differentiation should include differentiated targets . LDCs haven’t yet achieved the MDGs, and 

their ability to ‘get to zero’ by 2030 is questioned.   

 

Example: Universal access to clean water and sanitation, universal access to modern energy, 

adequate and nutritious food for all, universal access to health services, and no-one living on less 

than $1.25 a day, would all be goals or targets that fulfil l this meaning of universality.  

 

In both cases, delivering on the ‘shared humanity’ concept of universality is primarily a national level 

concern, tasking governments with provision of universal access to key goods and services as means for 

the well-being of their people. Countries in a position to do so should play a supporting role by 

contributing to the necessary means of implementation.  

Universality as shared destiny for all  

Rio+20 clearly established that a mere continuation of the MDGs will not suffice to eradicate poverty. 

Despite economic growth, inequalities are increasing.
10

 These inequalities must be addressed, not only for 

ethical and moral reasons, but also because widening disparities have become an obstacle to growth.11 

Environmental degradation has reached alarming levels,
12

 and the world has changed significantly since 

2000, becoming more complex, more interconnected and more interlinked. As a result, our shared destiny 

to achieve greater prosperity faces both greater risks and greater opportunities. Global challenges such 

as economic shocks and environmental degradation will impede, or even reverse national efforts to 

improve human development. Rio+20 suggested the new development agenda should be universal and 

truly integrate the economic, social and environmental dimensions of sustainable development, 

recognizing the holistic nature and integrity of the sustainable development concept. Whereas the MDGs 

focused largely on the social dimension, a more robust post-2015 agenda could generate the conditions 
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for deep, structural economic transformation and shifts in behavior needed to deliver irreversible poverty 

eradication and provide for the rising expectations of an emerging global middle class.  

Universality as shared destiny for all builds on the previous concept of shared humanity, but expands it in 

two crucial ways by: (1) taking an integrated approach to the economic, social and environmental 

dimensions of sustainable development as its starting point; and (2) expanding the action agenda to 

include high(er)-income countries in all policy domains.   

 Policy coherence for development (“Actions by the North, Benefiting the South” ) 

The MDGs are predominantly a social agenda aimed at reducing the most blatant forms of human 

deprivation. The corresponding action agenda is largely focused on national actions by developing 

countries. High-income countries have a (largely financial) supporting role. There are few if any concrete, 

time-bound agreed actions for high-income countries in other policy domains that impact on the ability of 

a developing country to reduce poverty. Policy coherence for development (PCD) is required both to 

eliminate the (sometimes unintended) impacts on poverty in developing countries resulting from actions 

in other policy domains in developed countries—such as trade, resource extraction, subsidies, finance, 

environment, technology transfer—and to explicitly strive for synergies to achieve an agenda based on 

shared values and shared responsibilities.13 Poverty eradication cannot be achieved without actions in 

these domains, taking the policy engagement of high(er)-income countries well beyond providing aid. This 

PCD definition of universality builds on the ‘shared humanity’ concept, but expands it to take into account 

new and emerging economic and environmental challenges and risks. Dealing with the externalities of 

national policies in the developed (and emerging) countries is at the heart of this concept.  

 

Example: Agricultural subsidies and (non) tariff barriers in one country, whilst valid in the ir own 

right, can reduce export opportunities for other countries, and consequently also reduce their 

opportunities for economic growth and poverty reduction.  

 

 Global collective action (“Actions by All, Benefiting All”) 

Central to this concept is globalization. Across a range of global issues—for example, capital flows, 

information technology, diseases, disaster risk reduction, migration—the world has become more 

interconnected than ever before. As a result, countries are less able to determine their economic, social 

and environmental future in isolation. Poverty eradication at  the national level is impossible without 

addressing global issues and their interlinkages.  

It is recognized that all of mankind, our shared humanity, is at risk unless global growth takes place within 

planetary boundaries. Growth is needed to alleviate income poverty and create jobs, yet should not take 

place at the expense of the natural capital that underpins growth. The growing middle class is a sign of 

success in terms of poverty eradication—yet a growing global middle class also consumes a 

disproportionate share not only of carbon space, but also of water, land, energy and other resources.14 

Scarcity of these essential natural resources, in combination with current and future demand and 

environmental externalities, threatens to reduce or undo the results of national policies geared towards 

eliminating poverty. The destiny of mankind in a world of limited resources is inextricably linked.
15

  

No country can be exempted from addressing these global challenges. While developed economies are 

expected to lead by example, planetary boundaries will increasingly necessitate action by all countries, 

based on the principle of Common but Differentiated Responsibilities and Respective Capabilities (CBDR-

RC). In addition to the high-income countries, emerging economies also have to take action, as their 
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collective future resource demands and GHG emissions will increasingly impinge on the ability of low-

income countries to grow out of poverty.16  

 

Example: Global economic transformation to a low-carbon, sustainable resource use society is 

needed to ensure irreversible poverty eradication at the national level. Crop yields in a country will 

be impacted by global dynamics such as hydro-climatic changes that increase temperatures and 

cause droughts, floods, weather-related disasters, and salt water intrusion.  

 

The ‘shared destiny’ concept is best exemplified by the High Level Panel: “ In today’s world, we see that no 

country, however powerful or rich, can sustain its prosperity without working in partnership to find 

integrated solutions”.17 Failure to act threatens everyone’s well-being, in developing and developed 

countries alike. 

 

3.  Applying a Universality Lens to the Post-2015 Development Agenda  

The UN membership has decided to aim for a universal post-2015 development agenda. The question is 

not “if”, but “how” to do it. In principle, universality can be integrated within a goal framework as part of 

an overarching narrative and across goals, targets and indicators. Similar to the Millennium Declaration in 

2000, the narrative is likely to take the normative concept of universality as its point of departure. Given 

that the focus of the OWG SDG discussion now is on the goal framework, this paper does not elaborate on 

the narrative.18 

Rio+20 declared that goals need to be: “action oriented, concise and easy to communicate, limited in 

number, aspirational, global in nature and universally applicable to all countries, while taking  into 

account different national realities, capacities and levels of development and respecting national policies 

and priorities.”19 This language indicates that goals need to have global relevance, which speaks to the 

normative concept of universality, while recognizing the need for differentiation.  

At the same time, it is clear from para 250 of the Rio+20 Outcome Document that differentiation can best 

happen at the level of targets and indicators: “We recognize that progress towards the achievement of 

the goals needs to be assessed and accompanied by targets and indicators, while taking into account 

different national circumstances, capacities and levels of development .”20 This agreed typology can be 

captured in the following table showing the Triple A ‘division of labor’ between goals, targets and 

indicators. 

 

  Primary objective What it does 

Goal 
Aspirational Inspires politicians, parliaments, public, private sector, 

and press to act 

Target Action  Indicates action required to achieve the aspiration 

Indicator Accountability for results Assesses progress 

 

Based on the table above, both targets and indicators are the most suitable level to operationalize 

universality. Considering the costs and capacity required to collect statistical data, especially i n 

developing countries, it is important to focus on a limited number of goals, with a manageable number of 

transformational targets and related indicators. The policy action identified as part of each target must 
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constitute a “must have,” guided by evidence of impact on the poor if appropriate action is not taken. For 

illustrative purposes, an exercise is carried out below applying a universality lens to three prospective 

post-2015 goal areas—education, food security and global partnership—which have been included in many 

suggestions for possible goals. The focus will be on the paradigm shift towards a “shared destiny” concept 

of universality.  

Mainstreaming universality in a possible goal on education 

MDG 2 sets out to achieve universal primary education. The target under this goal thus already 

incorporates the ‘getting to zero’ dimension of universality. While great progress has been made, the 

world is not on track to meet this goal. Many, if not all, reports have suggested the need for a successor 

goal on education, albeit with different wording and targets that include pre-school, secondary, vocational 

and university education.
21

 However, the required policy action may vary, related to the realities on the 

ground. The need for differentiation to local circumstances, which existed at the time the MDGs were 

devised, is still relevant: the extent of the challenge to ‘get to zero’ is vastly different across countries and 

within countries. Poverty is a key factor keeping children out of school, but gender and place of residence also 

matter. In Ethiopia, Haiti and Yemen, 88% of the poorest young women have not completed primary 

school, while nearly all rich urban males in the same countries have.22  

A universal education goal may have implications from the perspective of global relevance, as illiteracy 

also remains a persistent problem in developed countries. According to the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), one in five young people in Europe had poor literacy skills in 2009 

and an estimated 160 million adults in OECD countries were functionally illiterate in 2009. This means 

that they do not have the skills needed to function in today’s envi ronment.23 In an increasingly complex, 

knowledge-based society, the prosperity of countries is related to their human capital. Literacy is 

important thus not only for personal development, but also for positive social and economic outcomes. 

There is growing recognition that education needs to deliver the needed skills for life-long productive 

lives.  Literacy is not enough in a competitive world to ensure access to decent jobs and to the 

underpinnings of well-being.  An educated workforce in a globalized world is, moreover, increasingly a 

national asset that can change the comparative advantage of a country in the international labor and 

industrial markets—witness the rise of call centers as levers of progress in many countries. Smart 

politicians will want to ensure their (future) workforce is educated to meet the economic demands of 

tomorrow, and may take educational policies in the surrounding countries as a point of reference when 

developing their own national policies.  

However, education policies in other countries are unlikely to have a major impact on the ability of a 

developing country to achieve their own national education goals. Reaching the national goals on primary, 

secondary, tertiary or vocational education in a country is by-and-large confined to the national policy 

machinery. In other words, spill-over effects and feedback loops in this policy domain exist, but they are 

relatively small. The goal is still highly relevant for shared humanity dimension of poverty eradication in 

developing countries, and has a link to the shared destiny dimension, but does not require a major 

change in its approach from the latter perspective. 

Mainstreaming universality in a possible goal on food security 

MDG1 has a key target on halving the proportion of people who suffer from hunger. Progress towards this 

objective is measured with two indicators: the prevalence of underweight children under five years of age 

and the proportion of population below minimum level of dietary energy consumption. In the context of 

the post-2015 discussions, various new action agendas are formulated: apart from ‘getting to zero’, 

http://www.education-inequalities.org/countries/ethiopia/indicators/noprim_1524/communities#?dimension=community&group=%7CUrban%7CRural&dimension2=wealth_quintile&group2=%7CQuintile%205%7CQuintile%201&dimension3=sex&age_group=noprim_1524&year=2011
http://www.education-inequalities.org/countries/ethiopia/indicators/noprim_1524/communities#?dimension=community&group=%7CUrban%7CRural&dimension2=wealth_quintile&group2=%7CQuintile%205%7CQuintile%201&dimension3=sex&age_group=noprim_1524&year=2011
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Rio+20 introduced a broader concept of food security, nutrition and sustainable agriculture 24 and the 

targets suggested in various reports reflect this broader scope.25 

Significant progress towards ending hunger has been made, reducing malnutrition and the associated 

health problems (stunting, child mortality). The target of halving the percentage of people suffering from 

hunger by 2015 appears to be within reach.26 Yet progress has been uneven and today almost 870 

million people, or one in eight persons worldwide, still go to bed hungry and two billion people suffer from 

micro nutrient deficiencies.27 ‘Getting to zero’ remains an enormous challenge, particularly in LDCs and 

fragile states. The shared humanity dimension will continue to require differentiated national policy 

responses related to the extent of the challenge at the national level. 

National policies on agriculture, social protection, education and gender, among others, have a huge 

bearing on whether hunger can be eradicated. Yet the global nature of our food systems requires a global 

approach to finding solutions. External shocks such as price volatility, trade rules and agricultural 

subsidies, pressures on land and water through international supply chains, land grabbing, climate 

change are beyond the purview, let alone control, of national policy makers. As a reflection of more global 

supply chains, food self-sufficiency is declining, not just in developing countries, but also in some high -

income countries.28 Ensuring universal food security thus requires action, and collaboration, beyond the 

national (agricultural) policy domain. It requires both policy coherence for development and global 

collective action.  

Food security is not just an issue in developing countries, it has global relevance. Food security and 

combating malnutrition is also highly relevant in high-income countries, where dietary patterns have not 

only resulted in a high ecological footprint, but also in 1.4 billion adults being overweight,29 a 

consequence of both increased purchasing power and of poverty. Rising unemployment in these countries 

is putting more people at risk of undernourishment. The USDA reported that 14.5 percent of American 

households were food insecure at least some time during 2010.30 At the same time, 904 million people in 

developing countries are now classed as overweight or above, up from 250 million in 1980. This 

compares to 557 million in high-income countries.31  

More integrated planning and greater cross-system coherence across the global food security agenda are 

needed.32 As the TST briefing on food security spells out: “This new landscape has profound implications 

across national boundaries, underlining the need for holistic, innovative, and collaborative solutions, 

policies, and strategies. There is need for a universal agenda, but also for country and context ‐ specific 

strategies.” This highlights the importance of the shared destiny dimension. 

Recent research shows that production needs to increase significantly to feed more than 9 billion people 

in 2050: the world faces a 69 percent gap between crop calories produced in 2006 and those most likely 

required in 2050.33 But agriculture, as the dominant driver of tropical deforestation, is also a major 

source of GHG emissions, and accounts for about 70 percent of all the freshwater withdrawn from rivers, 

lakes, and aquifers. Achieving increases in production without consideration of environmental 

externalities would put our shared destiny in jeopardy.  

According to the World Resources Report (WRR), an important part of the solution is to close the food gap 

by reducing growth in food consumption in ways that advance or safeguard human well-being. Through 

supply chains, local pressures on the environment and ecosystems are directly linked to the consumption 

patterns in economies elsewhere, in particular high income and emerging economies. Continued high 

population growth, migration and urbanization, the emerging middle class and shifting dietary patterns 

towards animal protein rich diets all put a higher strain on land, water and other natural resources. If the 

world’s wealthy consumed less meat and other resource intensive foods, the food gap would narrow. 

However, because the rich outcompete the poor when food supplies fall shor t of demand, the world’s poor 
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would most acutely feel the consequences of any gap between supply and demand. Cutting food losses 

and waste in half by 2050 would reduce the global food gap by roughly 20 percent.34 Additional stress on 

land and water is caused by the increased non-food demand for biomass – which is mainly for energy 

production. While climate change will pose a significant threat to agricultural yields, agriculture is also 

directly and indirectly responsible for approximately 24 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions in 

2010.35 The above points to the need for greater policy coherence, related to sustainable consumption 

and production, agricultural, energy and trade policies, as well as global collective agreement and action 

to regulate carbon space. 

Global dynamics beyond national control have a significant impact on a country’s ability to achieve food 

security, in particular volatile prices in agricultural commodities.36 This requires a universal multilateral 

trading system that is rules-based, open, non-discriminatory and equitable, and includes reducing or 

phasing out trade-distorting subsidies37 and environmentally harmful subsidies such as those on 

agricultural goods, fisheries and fossil fuels.38 These issues related to mankind’s shared destiny could 

also be either included under a Food Security Goal, or under a possible Partnership Goal.  

Mainstreaming universality in a possible Global Partnership Goal 

MDG 8 on a global partnership for development is based on the Millennium Declaration39 and covers a 

range of issues for developed country action in recognition of global interdependence.40 Both action and 

accountability under MDG 8 has fallen short of developing country expectations. While preferential trade 

rules for developing countries, in particular LDCs, ensure duty-free access to developed countries reached 

80 per cent and 83 per cent of their exports in 2011 respectively, the stalemate in the Doha Trade Round 

continued for much of the period under consideration. Preferentia l treatment for LDCs slowly eroded as 

the average tariffs paid by other developing countries also declined.41  

The role of developed economies in achieving the MDGs has largely been confined to providing Official 

Development Assistance (ODA), which increased up to 2010 but has declined since.42 Meanwhile, a 

marked shift in ODA allocations is taking place. In 2012, bilateral net ODA to LDCs fell by 13 per cent in 

real terms to about $26 billion. For the countries that experience the largest MDG gaps and povert y 

levels, the recent DAC survey reveals a significant reduction in programmed aid, amounting to nearly half 

a billion dollars.43 At the same time, many middle income countries now have access to a much more 

diverse range of sources of finance, including foreign direct investment, portfolio equity, commercial debt, 

remittances, and domestic resource mobilization.
44

 

Providing adequate financial support, including through preferential trade measures, will remain 

important. But simultaneously stimulating growth, eliminating poverty and inequalities, and staying within 

planetary boundaries requires more than that—it demands policy ‘buy-in’ from developed, emerging and 

developing economies alike. It also needs multi-stakeholder collaboration for implementation (private 

sector, local authorities, civil society) beyond governments to be effective. Not only are countries in 

isolation less able than before to determine their future, but with global supply chains, communicable 

diseases, social media, and growing urbanization, other actors will have a crucial role to play.   

An inclusive Global Partnership Goal could well embody such ambitions, and could articulate an action 

agenda to address the global interdependencies for instance in trade, finance and other means of 

implementation, and address the global public goods dimensions of inequity, peace and security, 

migration and climate change. It is thus potentially the cornerstone of a set of goals contributing to a truly 

universal, transformative, people-centred and planet-sensitive development agenda, as suggested targets 

reflect.45  
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Developed countries will continue to have a responsibility to keep the promises they have made to provide 

ODA, which is crucial particularly to many LDCs, and new and additional resources to combat climate 

change. But beyond providing financial resources, putting sustainability of our collective economic, 

human and natural capital at the core requires decoupling global economic growth from resource use, 

emissions growth and pollution. Increased transparency and a transformative economic agenda are 

required, an agenda all must be part of to be successful at the global level. A new Global Partnership Goal 

would most clearly spell out the change from “Actions by the South, Financed by the North” to “ Actions by 

the North, Benefiting the South” (policy coherence) and the need for Global Collective Action. It could 

include targets and indicators related to market access, phasing out agricultural subsidies and other 

environmentally harmful subsidies, reform of the financial system (including tackling illicit flows and tax 

evasion, innovative financial flows), labor migration, climate change and new ways of measuring progress 

in global development at the national level (beyond GDP growth) and at the corporate level (beyond 

profit). A recent study shows that potential benefits from cross-border flows of people, goods and money 

can significantly improve global welfare and should thus be part of the post-2015 development 

framework.
46

 Considering their economic and ecologica l ‘weight’ on the global scales now and by the time 

the post-2015 development framework will draw to an end in 2030, upper-middle income countries have 

a key part to play in this action agenda too.  

In times of economic crisis, this may not be perceived as an attractive agenda from a political point of 

view. As a stand-alone goal, this goal risks to be similarly isolated, and potentially ineffective as MDG 8, 

unless it is combined with a clear, concrete action agenda articulated at the level of SMART targets and 

indicators, and a commensurate global accountability framework that currently is absent.  

 

4. Summary 

Universality can be understood as a normative, rights-based concept that is applicable to all. The 

following operational concepts of universality, which are not mutually exclusive and often mutually 

reinforcing, were reviewed:  

 Universality in the context of the MDGs – the vision of shared humanity which tasks developing 

countries to develop effective, efficient and coherent policy f rameworks to reduce or eradicate 

poverty, and developed countries to provide adequate support; 

 Universality as a shared destiny, which takes into account a more complex, integrated world and 

requires policy buy-in from all, in particular also developed, countries in the economic, social and 

environmental policy domains. 

The impact of universality on three potential goals -education, food security and global partnership-   was 

markedly different. While all take the normative concept of universality as their starting point, the extent 

to which global collective action or developed countries policy buy-in is a prerequisite for success varies 

significantly. Education remained closed to a ‘business as usual’ approach – as globalization and the 

spill-over impact of policies in other countries have (relatively speaking) little impact on a country’s ability 

to deliver national education action plans. Food security is a policy domain where impact from beyond 

national borders is significant in many respects. Achieving food security at global level without addressing 

SCP, environmentally harmful subsidies, ecosystem degradation and climate change is almost 

inconceivable. While in all cases, nationally appropriate policy actions must provide the foundation for 

success, global partnerships and collaboration are becoming increasingly essential building blocks 

towards achieving all goals within a future framework. The Global Partnership Goal exemplifies the shared 

destiny of mankind.  
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The following table illustrates the impact of universality on the three goal areas examined: 

 Universality as 

global norm 

Universality as 

shared humanity 

Universality as 

shared destiny 

Education X XXX X 

Food security X XX XXX 

Partnership XX X XXX 

To achieve this goal
47

:   X = relevant but not crucial   XX = necessary but not sufficient   XXX = conditio sine qua non  

 

5. Conclusion 

Rio+20 called for goals that are universal in nature, recognizing that in a globalized world with growing 

interdependence and resource constraints, individual UN Member States will not be able to deliver 

conditions for long-term collective well-being that transcend the current juncture of growing inequalities at 

all levels unless all countries work together. The post-2015 development framework requires a 

transformation of the development mindset—truly integrating the three dimensions of sustainable 

development, and recognizing the interdependencies between developed and developing countries, as 

well as the changing political, economic, social and environmental dynamics of emerging economies. All 

countries must play their part.  

But universality does not imply uniformity. Universality implies that no country can achieve the post-2015 

development goals in isolation. Collaboration between people, countries, regions and continents is 

required to deliver irreversible poverty eradication. Putting universality at the core of the post-2015 

development framework is key to address the free rider problem and necessary to ensure a fair sharing of 

the costs and benefits of addressing today’s global challenges. It is also fundamental if the future the UN 

membership is aiming for is one of convergence, that is, one where all countries, all peoples, are on 

trajectories to share similar levels of well-being within the carrying capacity of the planet. Only a truly 

universal development agenda has the potential to deliver what is needed: a dignified life, free from wan t 

and fear for all mankind, including future generations.   
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