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Introduction

‘Accountability is essential to assess 
progress and achieve results. This 
should happen at the national, regional 
and global levels. All actors, including 
governments, the UN system, civil 
society and the private sector, should 
be accountable for honouring their 
commitments. We need an inclusive, 
robust yet flexible accountability 
framework.’

UN Secretary-General, Ban Ki-moon, 1 May 2014 

Much still remains to be negotiated and agreed by United 
Nations Member States on the post-2015 sustainable 
development goals, the framework slated to succeed the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) when they 
expire in 2015. But as debates continue to unfold in 
earnest on the structure and substance of each possible 
goal area – the ‘what’ of the framework – pressing yet 
unresolved questions remain on ‘how’ the framework will 
be implemented. More specifically, how will the post-2015 
goals be effectively implemented and monitored to achieve 
results? At the heart of this question is the responsibility of 
all actors to honour post-2015 commitments. 

The importance of ensuring effective accountability for 
the post-2015 framework has been widely acknowledged 
by a range of actors.1 There is strong consensus 
amongst national and international civil society and UN 
stakeholders alike that monitoring and accountability 
must be given greater priority than it was for the MDGs. 

In fact, the lack of strong accountability mechanisms is 
seen as one of the main shortfalls of the MDGs and may 
have contributed to limiting their impact (SG/SM/12789, 
2010). It is therefore important that lessons are learnt and 
measures taken to avoid this with a new global framework. 

However, both the ‘who’ and the ‘how’ for post-
2015 accountability processes are yet to be defined 
– accountability to whom, by whom, for what, and how? 
What should this look like in practice at all levels from 
the local to the international? How can we ensure that 
modalities for stakeholder engagement in monitoring and 
accountability mechanisms are in line with human rights 
principles and standards? 

This report argues that young people2 – young 
women and young men aged 15 to 24 years3 – should 
be an integral part of any post-2015 accountability 
framework. Young people make up one fifth of the world’s 
population, the majority of whom live in developing 
countries (UNDESA, 2014). This ‘youth bulge’ will be 
the key beneficiaries of, and partners in, the new global 
framework, which will shape the future for these 1 billion 
young people. Ensuring that their rights are met in this 
formative stage of life is fundamental to the achievement of 
sustainable development in all countries. Recognising this, 
young people have been particularly vocal and responsive 
in the post-2015 consultations and fora, both on- and 
offline from national to international levels.4 

This paper argues that young people should be included 
as key stakeholders, not only within the goals and targets 
of the framework, but also in post-2015 monitoring and 
accountability mechanisms. It takes as its foundation the 
understanding that fulfilling young people’s right to participate 
is not only an end in-and-of-itself, but it can also make an 
important contribution to the relevance and effectiveness of 
the implementation of the post-2015 framework. 

Based on this foundation, we adopt a rights-based 
approach5 to propose a set of foundational principles 
that should be considered when developing the post-2015 
accountability framework to ensure that young people 

1	 For instance, an outcome of the Rio+20 conference on Sustainable Development was the resolution that ‘...to achieve our sustainable development 
goals, we need institutions at all levels that are effective, transparent, accountable and democratic.’ Subsequently the High Level Panel on the Post-
2015 Development Agenda called for ‘monitoring and accountability mechanisms involving states, civil society, the private sector, foundations, and the 
international development community’. Added to this are the persistent and increasingly unequivocal demand from civil society groups for clear pathways 
of participation and accountability in Sustainable Development Goals.

2	 Plan International supports thousands of children to speak about their rights and needs and to demand accountability at the national and international 
levels, and we believe that this is essential for the success of the post-2015 agenda. We recognise that in most countries, the age of active political 
participation starts between 18 and 21 years old, which effectively excludes most children and some youth from all forms of formal political 
participation. Political realities and power dynamics mean that it is even less likely that they are able to participate in accountability processes, despite the 
fact that their right to do so is protected in international human rights law. However, the role of children in governance and accountability is beyond the 
scope of this report, which will predominantly focus on the role that youth can play in directly influencing and contributing to the post-2015 agenda, and 
in strengthening its accompanying accountability mechanisms.

3	 In alignment with the UN Secretariat, this report uses the terms ‘youth’ and ‘young people’ interchangeably to refer to individuals between 15-24 years of 
age. http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/documents/youth/fact-sheets/youth-definition.pdf  

4	 For example, over 75% of respondents to the My World Survey are under 30 (as of 28 August 2014).

5	 Plan International advocates a post-2015 framework that is universal, rights-based and people-centred. This means that the emerging goals and targets, and 
government efforts to achieve them, should be consistent with all international human rights standards, including the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (CRC); and be rooted in the human rights principles of universality and inalienability; equality and non-discrimination; indivisibility and interdependence; 
accountability and rule of law; transparency; inclusion and participation.
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Defining accountability

‘Accountability is essential. It contributes
to ensuring that all partners honour their 
commitments, demonstrates how actions 
and investment translate into tangible 
results and better long-term outcomes, and 
tells us what works and what needs to be 
improved.’7

Parameters of this report Social accountability



Why focus on young people?
The aspiration and promises made in the Millennium 
Declaration and the MDGs have not been realised for 
many of the world’s 1 billion young people, approximately 
85% of whom live in developing countries (UNDESA, 
2014). They face significant challenges in realising their 
rights. Globally, 126 million young people lack basic 
reading and writing skills, over 60% of whom are 
young women (UN, 2014). In sub-Saharan Africa, just 
39% of young men and 28% of young women had a 
comprehensive understanding of HIV (UN, 2014). And 
an estimated 75 million young people are unemployed 
worldwide (ILO, 2014). These statistics are linked to 
persistent challenges across a number of countries, such 
as conflict and fragility, climate change, poor governance,8 
economic and social inequality, discriminatory social 
norms, and human rights violations. Young people are 
experiencing these challenges in a crucial period of their 
lives that will help to shape and define their futures. The 
post-2015 agenda will ultimately fail to achieve its aims 
unless it explicitly recognises the unique challenges that 
young people face and their role in actively participating  
in their development.

Yet many countries offer few opportunities for young 
people to participate in political processes9 or in the 
design of programmes and policies that aim to address 
these issues. Just one in three countries worldwide have 
consulted young people when developing their national 
poverty reduction strategies (UNFPA, 2013), and just 
over half have national youth policies designed to meet 
the unique needs of young people (Youth Policy Press, 
2014). Political participation as a key pathway of formal 
accountability is often limited for young people due to a 
number of factors, which also include voting age limits 
and political disillusionment. Results from a survey 
conducted by the Inter-Agency Network on Youth and 
Development in August 2012 found ‘a lack of opportunity 
for meaningful participation in decision-making processes’ 
to be one of the main challenges for a majority of the 
13,000 respondents from 186 countries (UNDP, 2014). 
Programme documentation from Plan (2009) reinforces 
this finding, highlighting the exclusion and lack of 
recognition that young people face in decision-making. 

The lack of widespread meaningful participation of 
young people is a great cause for concern from both 
rights-based and instrumental perspectives. Young people’s 
rights to access information and participate individually and 
collectively in decision-making are guaranteed across the 
international human rights treaties, including in Articles 12, 
13, 15, and 17 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
(CRC), the most widely ratified human rights treaty, and 
in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 
(ICCPR). Furthermore, participation in development ‘of the 
entire population and all individuals’ is a theme of the 1986 
UN Declaration on the Right to Development.

Additionally, as will be outlined in evidence and case 
studies from social accountability approaches below, 
services and outcomes in health, nutrition, and education 
can improve when young people and institutions engage 
collaboratively to improve quality, transparency and 
accountability for results. Such participation can also 
form a foundation for active citizenship, enabling and 
empowering young people to increasingly participate in, 
and contribute to, the governance10 of their communities 
and countries, both now and in the future. As well 
as having intrinsic value, therefore, upholding broad 
citizen participation – including from young people – in 
accountability has strong potential to strengthen the 
effectiveness of future progress on the ground for the post-
2015 goals and targets. It is also crucial that the post-2015 
framework is responsive to youth in particular, given the 
size and scope of the challenges faced by over 1 billion 
young people today.

Moving towards an accountable post-2015 
framework

Learning from the MDG experience
When they were defined, the MDGs were not accompanied 
by clear accountability processes and did not explicitly 
provide for civil society engagement in implementation 
and monitoring of results. Although some pathways 
for exercising accountability did arise over the course 
of the framework, primarily through periodic national 
reporting,11 these were ad hoc, did not involve all key 

8	 The paper defines governance as the way a community or country is run. It refers to the processes by which governments and public officials exercise 
power and make decisions as well as the relationship between citizens, civil society and the state. Effective governance is where state-citizen relationships 
are transparent, accountable and responsive to the needs of all citizens.

9	 For example, the average age of a Parliamentarian globally is 53 years (see: http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/democratic-
governance/parliamentary_development/the-global-parliamentary-report)

10	 Governance is the way a community or country is run. It refers to the processes by which governments and public officials exercise power and make 
decisions as well as the relationship between citizens, civil society and the state. Effective governance is where state-citizen relationships are transparent, 
accountable and responsive to the needs of all citizens.

11	 The main formal monitoring mechanism during the MDGs has been the monitoring of progress against the goals through periodic country reporting. 
MDG country reports collect nationally derived evidence on MDG progress, highlighting the main areas of progress as well as the challenges behind 
progress gaps.
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A Continuum of accountability post-2015



Principles to guide effective and inclusive 
accountability 
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Plan Benin: linking the local to the international 
through the UPR process

A note on enabling environments
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Meaningful participation

 

Inclusive



Accessible
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Plan Uganda: Student Councils tackling teacher 
attendance by texting
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Collaborative

with 

Save the Children in Tanzania: supporting children to 
undertake budget analysis and monitoring



Responsive
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The use of community scorecards in Malawi
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Emerging accountabilities for the post-2015 
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Short pocket history: accountability and post-2015
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At the global and regional levels
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At the national and local levels 

 

bottom-up approaches 

enabling environment
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