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Mobilizing civil society to turn global commitments into measurable progress. 
At a time when trust in institutions is weakening, civic space is narrowing, and multilateral cooperation is 
increasingly contested, the role of nongovernmental organizations is not peripheral to global progress—
it is indispensable. CoNGO’s history and mandate position it as a vital bridge between “We the peoples” 
and the United Nations system, helping ensure that global decision-making is informed by the lived 
realities, practical expertise, and moral urgency of civil society. Founded in 1948 and operating in general 
consultative status with ECOSOC, CoNGO brings together a diverse global membership committed to 
multilateralism, human rights, sustainable development, and meaningful NGO engagement across the 
UN system. 

The findings of this expanded report on NGO involvement to advance the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs)1 make a clear and compelling case: NGOs are not simply advocates for the Sustainable 
Development Goals—they are implementation partners, knowledge producers, community conveners, 
and accountability actors. Drawing on responses from 68 distinct organizations, the report shows that 
civil society organizations are translating global commitments into programs, partnerships, services,  
advocacy, and community-based interventions across all SDGs and across every SDG target  
represented in the survey instrument. This breadth of engagement matters because the world’s most 
urgent challenges—poverty, gender inequality, climate disruption, conflict, health inequities,  
displacement, digital exclusion, and democratic fragility—cannot be solved by governments alone.  
They require coordinated action across public institutions, private-sector partners, civil society  
organizations, communities, and the United Nations system. 

The report also demonstrates that NGOs bring a distinctive strength to sustainable development: they 
work across boundaries. Responding organizations addressed an average of 7.1 interconnected SDGs, 
confirming that most civil society work is integrated rather than siloed. Their programming bridges  
education, gender equality, health, poverty reduction, peace, justice, climate action, and  
partnerships—precisely the kind of cross-sector response needed for complex global challenges.  
Their reported outcomes reinforce this role: 84% of organizations that answered the outcomes question 
reported community engagement or outreach, 80% reported meaningful partnerships, and 76%  
reported knowledge creation and advancement. These are not abstract contributions; they are the  
operating conditions for sustainable change—trust, evidence, partnership, and community legitimacy. 

Yet the report is equally clear that civil society is being asked to do more while facing real constraints. 
Financial resources were the most frequently cited challenge, identified by 78% of organizations that 
answered the question, while political limitations or lack of political will were reported by 58%. The  
CoNGO 28th General Assembly Statement frames this challenge in broader terms, warning that  
climate change, pandemics, forced migration, authoritarian regimes, technological disruption, and  
conflict require open, transparent, and inclusive governance rooted in ethical responsibility, human  
dignity, and democratic participation. In this environment, protecting and expanding civic space is  
not merely an institutional preference; it is a prerequisite for sustainable development, peace, 
human rights, and credible multilateralism. 

The central message of this report is therefore both practical and provocative: if the world is serious 
about achieving the SDGs, civil society must be treated as a strategic development partner, not an 
afterthought. NGOs connect global priorities to community realities, generating the trust, evidence, and 
partnerships needed to transition ambitious goals into measurable progress. The report’s partnership 
findings point to an especially important pathway forward: inclusive collaboration among civil society, 
governments, academic institutions, and socially responsible private-sector actors can help extend 
reach, mobilize resources, and sustain locally grounded interventions while preserving the 
community-centered mission of NGOs.  
1 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs. The 17 Goals. Sustainable Development Goals. Accessed July 7, 2026. 
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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For CoNGO, the opportunity is clear. This expanded evidence base should be used to showcase NGO  
contributions and to shape a stronger agenda for action:  

n	Protect civil society participation at the UN   
n	Expand inclusive public-private-civil society partnerships   
n	Strengthen financing pathways for grassroots and under-resourced organizations  
n	Elevate community-generated evidence in High Level Political Forum discussions, regional forums, 
	 and national reviews  
n	Ensure that NGOs are present where priorities are set, decisions are made, and progress is measured  

In doing so, CoNGO can help transform the current moment of multilateral strain into a renewed  
movement for collective responsibility. Civil society is not waiting for permission to lead. Across  
regions, sectors, and communities, NGOs are already powering the SDGs. The task now is to recognize, 
resource, and institutionalize that engagement so that global commitments become measurable  
progress for people and the planet. 

Building the evidence to strengthen civil society’s role in sustainable  
development: Background and survey methodology.
As the international community reflects on the future of multilateral cooperation and the unfinished 
work of the 2030 Agenda, understanding how civil society contributes to sustainable development  
has become increasingly important. CoNGO’s global network of more than 500 organizations offers  
a unique perspective on how NGOs translate global aspirations into practical action across diverse 
regions, sectors, and communities. This report was developed to strengthen the evidence base on 
those contributions and to better understand how civil society organizations are advancing  
sustainable development in an era defined by growing complexity, interconnected challenges, and 
increasing pressure on multilateral institutions. 

The initiative began in 2025 through a collaboration between CoNGO and TruMerit, resulting in a  
survey designed to capture the breadth, impact, and challenges of NGO engagement in achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Initial findings were presented at CoNGO’s 28th General  
Assembly and demonstrated the value of systematically documenting civil society contributions to 
sustainable development. Building on that foundation, CoNGO distributed an expanded survey to its 
membership in 2026 to provide a richer understanding of how NGOs are contributing across regions, 
thematic priorities, and SDG targets. 

This expanded report draws on responses from 68 organizations and is presented in conjunction with 
the 2026 High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF). At a time when achieving the 
SDGs requires deeper collaboration among governments, civil society, academia, philanthropy, and the 
private sector, the findings offer practical insight into where NGOs are generating impact, where  
barriers persist, and where new opportunities for partnership and innovation can accelerate progress. 

The survey used a 25-question instrument designed to capture multiple dimensions of NGO  
engagement, including: 

n	Organizational priorities. 

n	SDGs and targets addressed. 

n	Geographic reach. 

n	Outcomes achieved. 

n	Implementation challenges.  

n	Areas requiring additional support. 
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Responses included both structured and open-ended questions, enabling quantitative analysis while 
also capturing examples of innovation, community impact, and emerging needs. The analysis focuses 
on organizations that provided substantive responses, with percentages calculated only from  
respondents who answered each relevant question to ensure accurate interpretation of the findings. 

Together, these data provide more than a snapshot of NGO activity. They offer evidence of how  
civil society organizations connect global frameworks with local realities, contribute to integrated  
solutions across multiple SDGs, and help advance the partnerships, community engagement, and 
knowledge-sharing necessary to achieve sustainable development outcomes. The findings that  
follow provide both evidence and direction—highlighting where civil society is generating impact,  
where opportunities remain untapped, and where stronger collaboration can accelerate progress  
toward the SDGs and the future of global cooperation.

 
What the findings reveal: NGOs are turning global goals into local results. 
This report moves beyond measuring participation in the SDGs to examine how civil society  
organizations are delivering impact across communities, sectors, and regions. The findings show  
that NGOs are addressing complex challenges through integrated approaches that connect  
education, health, gender equality, human rights, climate action, economic opportunity, and  
community development. Operating at local, national, regional, and global levels, they serve as  
service providers, advocates, educators, conveners, innovators, and partners in advancing sustainable 
development outcomes. 

At the same time, the findings highlight both opportunities and challenges. While organizations report 
significant achievements in community engagement, partnership building, and knowledge creation, 
they also face persistent barriers related to financing, political constraints, and operating environments. 
Understanding both dimensions is essential for strengthening policies, partnerships, and investment 
strategies that can accelerate progress toward the 2030 Agenda. 

The sections that follow examine where civil society is concentrating its efforts, which SDGs and  
targets are receiving the greatest attention, where important gaps remain, what outcomes are being 
achieved, and what conditions are needed for NGOs to further expand their contribution to  
sustainable development.
 

Interpreting the findings   
n	The analysis includes responses from 68 organizations. 

n	Fifty organizations identified specific SDGs and are included in SDG priority and target analyses. 

n	Forty-five organizations provided usable responses regarding outcomes and implementation 	
	 challenges. 

n	Because respondents could select multiple SDGs, themes, outcomes, and challenges,  
	 percentages may not total 100 percent. 

This approach reflects the reality that civil society organizations frequently 
work across multiple goals, regions, and sectors simultaneously.
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The evidence confirms civil society is driving SDG progress. 
NGOs advance sustainable development through integrated, cross-sector action.

NGOs are implementing the SDGs through integrated approaches that address multiple development  
challenges simultaneously. Respondents reported working across an average of 7.1 interconnected. SDGs,  
underscoring the reality that sustainable development is most often advanced through cross-sector  
solutions rather than single-goal interventions. Only four organizations reported working on one SDG 
alone, confirming that most respondents’ approach development through integrated programming rather 
than single-goal interventions. 

This integrated programming bridges education, gender equality, health, poverty reduction, peace, 
justice, climate action, and partnerships. It is also reflected in reported outcomes: among organiza-
tions that answered the outcomes question, 84% reported community engagement or outreach, 80% 
reported the establishment of meaningful partnerships, and 76% reported knowledge creation and 
advancement. 

At the same time, organizations continue to face significant resource and operating constraints. Among  
organizations that answered the challenges question, 78% identified financial resources as a challenge, 
while 58% identified political limitations or lack of political will. TThese findings underscore the role of 
NGOs in identifying priorities and filling critical gaps in Member State capacity while operating under  
difficult conditions. 

n	Invest in education, equality, health, and strong institutions to accelerate progress across  
	 the SDGs.
	 SDG 4 (Quality Education) emerged as the most frequently prioritized goal, addressed by 78% of  
	 organizations that identified specific SDGs. SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 16 (Peace, Justice, and 	
	 Strong Institutions) followed closely, each addressed by 68% of organizations. SDG 3 (Good Health and 	
	 Well-being) 	was addressed by 66%, SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) by 58%, and SDG 13 (Climate 	
	 Action) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequality) by 54% each. 

	 This strategic focus reflects a broad understanding that education, gender equality, health, rights,  
	 institutions, and partnerships create multiplier effects across other development objectives.  
	 Organizations demonstrated resilience and innovation in achieving measurable impact despite  
	 persistent financial, political, and operational constraints.  

n	Expand partnerships and investment to close critical SDG gaps. 
	 The survey also revealed areas of comparatively lower SDG coverage. SDG 15 (Life on Land) was  
	 addressed by 10% of organizations that identified specific SDGs, while SDG 14 (Life Below Water) was 	
	 addressed by 14%. Other lower-coverage goals included SDG 7 (Affordable and Clean Energy) at 20%, 	
	 SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure) at 22%, SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and  
	 Production) at 22%, SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities) at 28%, and SDG 6 (Clean Water and 	
	 Sanitation) at 30%. Several of these goals are central to the 2026 HLPF in-depth review, making the 	
	 findings particularly relevant for discussion with Member States and UN stakeholders. These gaps  
	 suggest opportunities for cross-sector partnerships, greater investment in environmental and  
	 infrastructure expertise, and stronger integration of 	climate, sustainability, water, energy, and urban 	
	 resilience considerations into existing education, health, gender equality, and poverty programs. 
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Respondents are linking education and gender equality to multiply  
development impact.  
Of the 50 organizations that indicated the SDGs they target, 28 are working simultaneously  
on SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 5 (Gender Equality). This represents the strongest  
co-occurrence pattern across the group and reflects the understanding that education is  
fundamental to achieving gender equality. Organizations that address either SDG 4 or  
SDG 5 are more likely to address both than to address only one of the two.

Civil society is prioritizing inclusion, equality, justice, and partnerships. 
The most frequently addressed targets reveal a strong emphasis on inclusion, gender  
equality, education, justice, climate resilience, and partnership-building as foundations  
for broader development progress. 

n 5.1 End discrimination against women and girls — 28 organizations

n		4.5 Eliminate all discrimination in education — 28 organizations

n		4.7 Education for sustainable development and global citizenship — 27 organizations

n		5.2 End all violence against and exploitation of women and girls — 26 organizations

n		17.17 Encourage effective partnerships — 24 organizations

n		5.5 Ensure full participation in leadership and decision-making — 22 organizations 

n		16.3 Promote the rule of law and ensure equal access to justice — 22 organizations 

n		13.3 Build knowledge and capacity to meet climate change — 21 organizations 

n		16.1 Reduce violence everywhere — 21 organizations 

n		10.2 Promote universal social, economic and political inclusion — 20 organizations 
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Theme  Organizations Percentage of respondents

Education 37 74%

Development 37 74%

Environmental and 
sustainable development

33 66%

Human rights and rule of law 32 64%

Gender equality 30 60%

Health 29 58%

Peace building 28 56%

Poverty reduction 23 46%

Inequity and inequality 22 44%

Culture 19 38%

Governance and public  
administration 

15 30%

Food and nutrition 12 24%

Economic growth and  
employment  

11 22%

Disaster risk reduction 9 18%

Agriculture and rural
development

8 16%

Other 7 14%

Note: Percentages are calculated among the 50 organizations that provided usable thematic responses. Eighteen 
organizations did not specify themes and were excluded from this analysis. 

NGOs are focusing resources where civil society is generating the broadest  
development impact.
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Strengthen sustainable financing to scale community impact. 
Financial resources were the most frequently cited challenge, identified by 78% of organizations that  
answered the question. This constraint affects:  

n	Program scale and reach. 

n	Long-term sustainability and planning. 

n	Staffing and organizational capacity. 

n	Innovation and risk-taking ability. 

Protect civic space to enable effective civil society leadership. 
Political limitations or lack of political will were reported by 58% of organizations that answered the question, 
indicating that restricted civic space, limited advocacy capacity, and constrained policy engagement remain 
major barriers for civil society. Conflict was cited by 29%, highlighting the operational challenges faced by 
organizations working in fragile or crisis-affected settings. 

Several open-ended responses illustrated these constraints. The International Association for Religious  
Freedom noted that, in some countries, members are reluctant to speak up on human rights violations  
because the prevailing political climate is hostile to advocacy, especially when supported from abroad. 
Rahnuma Family Planning Association of Pakistan emphasized the need for blended and innovative 
financing, digital transformation, results-based financing, and investment in resilient health systems,  
particularly in climate-vulnerable areas. 

Build trust and partnerships to turn global goals into local results. 
Community engagement and outreach was the most frequently reported successful outcome, cited by 38 
organizations, or 84% of those answering the question. Establishment of meaningful partnerships followed 
closely, cited by 36 organizations, or 80%. Knowledge creation and advancement was also widely reported, 
cited by 34 organizations, or 76%. These findings suggest that collaboration, community trust, and evidence 
generation are core operating strengths of civil society organizations and essential mechanisms for convert-
ing global goals into locally grounded results. 

Challenge Organizations Percentage of respondents

Financial resources 35 78%

Political limitations or lack 
of political will

26 58%

Conflict 13 29%

Government interventions 6 13%

Labor issues 5 11%

Greenwashing/bluewashing 
efforts

2 4%

Note: Percentages are calculated among the 45 organizations that provided usable responses to the challenges 
question. 

NGOs seek to remove financial and political barriers to unlock greater NGO impact.
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Outcome Type Organizations Percentage of respondents

Community engagement and 
outreach 

38 84%

Establishment of meaningful 
partnerships 

36 80%

Knowledge creation 
and advancement

34 76%

New policy, legal, or  
regulatory frameworks 

19 42%

Innovative products and  
services 

11 24%

Other 1 2%

NGOs deliver measurable results through community engagement, partnerships, and  
knowledge creation.  

Note: Percentages are calculated among the 45 organizations that provided usable responses to the outcomes 
question. 

Demonstrating real-world impact across communities and countries  
The following examples of successful interventions were provided directly by survey respondents in  
their open-ended responses, demonstrating measurable outcomes and innovative approaches to  
SDG implementation: 

n	Mothers’ Union—Adult literacy in Burundi  
		  Mothers’ Union reported that, over 20 years, more than 144,000 adults in Burundi have become  
		  literate and numerate and better able to support their families, including by almost doubling the  
		  number of girls able to go to school. 

n	Rahnuma Family Planning Association of Pakistan—Integrated health service delivery 
		  Rahnuma-FPAP reported cost-effective, high-impact sexual and reproductive health and rights  
		  interventions aligned with national priorities and the Global Financing Facility framework. Through 	  
		  integrated service delivery platforms and community-based approaches, the organization has  
		  improved access to family planning, maternal, and adolescent health services for underserved  
		  populations. 

n	Bangladesh Mahila Parishad—Women’s human rights and gender equality 
		  Bangladesh Mahila Parishad reported strengthened community-level social resistance committees to  
		  prevent violence, legal aid and psychosocial support for survivors, and contributions to law reform  
		  movements. Reported outcomes include increased reporting of violence cases through community  
		  networks, enhanced access to justice for women, and greater participation of women in local  
		  decision-making. 
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n	Fundación Mexicana René Mey—Peacebuilding, mediation, and disaster response 
		  (translated from Spanish) 
		  Fundación Mexicana René Mey described interventions during periods of acute violence in northern 	
		  and southern Mexico and in post-disaster response. In Chihuahua, at a time when Ciudad Juárez  
		  was experiencing extreme insecurity, the organization reported that René Mey’s intervention was  
		  requested by state authorities amid institutional collapse. The submission described a  
		  citizen-intelligence and tactical observation methodology that, according to the respondent,  
		  helped authorities reduce violence and crime by 65.5%. 

		  The organization also reported mediation work in Guerrero related to the disappearance of the 43 	
		  Ayotzinapa students, including engagement with families and high-level political actors in a highly 	
		  volatile environment. In addition, Fundación Mexicana René Mey described work with the rescue 		
		  group Los Topos in Mexico City and Acapulco to support disaster-response efforts alongside  
		  firefighters and rescue teams. The example illustrates civil society engagement across SDG 16,  
		  emergency response, and community resilience in contexts of institutional fragility and acute risk.

Civil society action is generating impact across regions and levels of engagement.  

Scale Count Examples

Single country 24
WUZDA Ghana, Rahnuma Family 
Planning Association of Pakistan 

Multi-country (2-9 countries) 9
Aniedi Inyang Foundation,  
Universal Peace Federation,  
Fundación Mexicana René Mey

Regional (10-50 countries) 8
PPSEAWA, International Associa-
tion for Religious Freedom, Sisters 
of Notre Dame de Namur

Global 3

International Center for the Study, 
Prevention and Treatment of 
MultiGenerational Legacies of 
Trauma

Note: Counts reflect organizations with a classifiable geographic scope. Organizations operating in multiple  
regions may be counted in more than one regional category.   

NGOs drive change from local communities to global networks.   
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Region
Organizations 
active 

Average 
SDGs  
addressed 

Strongest areas of 
focus

North America 22 7.9
SDG 4, SDG 16, SDG 17,  
SDG 13, SDG 5 

Asia-Pacific  20 7.5
SDG 5, SDG 4, SDG 16,  
SDG 10, SDG 1 

Europe 19 7.5
SDG 4, SDG 5, SDG 10,  
SDG 16, SDG 17 

Africa 19 8.8
SDG 4, SDG 5, SDG 3,  
SDG 13, SDG 1  

Latin America and the
Caribbean

11 9.8
SDG 4, SDG 13, SDG 5,  
SDG 10   

Middle East and 
North Africa

6 9.7
SDG 5, SDG 10, SDG 1,  
SDG 2, SDG 3 

Regional priorities shape diverse pathways to SDG progress. 

While civil society organizations operate within distinct regional contexts, the findings reveal a common pattern: 
local priorities are being connected to global goals through integrated and adaptive approaches. The specific 
issues may differ across regions, but the commitment to advancing sustainable development through  
collaboration, resilience, and community engagement remains consistent. 

Organizations active in Latin America and the Caribbean and in the Middle East and North Africa reported the 
highest average number of SDGs addressed, while organizations active in Africa showed particularly strong 
engagement with education, gender equality, health, climate action, poverty reduction, peace and justice, and 
partnerships. These patterns suggest that regional context matters: civil society organizations respond to local 
and regional priorities while also connecting their work to global frameworks. 
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Conclusion
Move civil society from the margins to the center of sustainable development 
The findings of this report point to a simple conclusion: achieving the Sustainable Development Goals will 
depend on stronger policies and greater investment, along with a deeper commitment to meaningful  
partnership with civil society. Across regions, sectors, and communities, NGOs are demonstrating an ability 
to connect global priorities with local realities, bringing together the people, trust, knowledge, and  
collaboration needed to advance sustainable development in complex environments. 

At a time when the world faces growing geopolitical tensions, constrained resources, widening  
inequalities, and increasing skepticism toward multilateral institutions, this report offers a different  
narrative—one grounded in action. The survey findings reveal that civil society organizations are already 
building practical solutions, forging partnerships, strengthening communities, and addressing  
interconnected challenges that no sector can solve alone. The opportunity before the international  
community is not merely to acknowledge these contributions, but to expand and accelerate them. 

The gaps identified in areas such as water, energy, infrastructure, and sustainable cities should therefore 
be viewed less as shortcomings and more as opportunities for greater collaboration. They point to where 
governments, international institutions, philanthropy, academia, and socially responsible private-sector 
actors can work alongside civil society to mobilize expertise, resources, and innovation toward  
shared objectives. 

Partnership is the clearest lesson emerging from this report. The organizations represented in  
these findings consistently demonstrate that sustainable progress is accelerated when diverse  
stakeholders align around common goals. Effective partnerships strengthen community trust, expand  
access to resources, improve implementation capacity, and create pathways for solutions that are  
both locally grounded and globally relevant. They also offer one of the most promising approaches for 
overcoming financial and operational barriers that continue to limit the scale and sustainability of  
NGO-led initiatives. 

As Member States, UN institutions, and development partners consider the future beyond 2030, the  
message from this report is both optimistic and urgent: civil society is not a stakeholder to be consulted 
after decisions are made—it is a strategic partner in shaping, implementing, and sustaining development 
progress. Strengthening civic space, investing in NGO capacity, elevating community-generated evidence, 
and fostering inclusive partnerships are not peripheral activities; they are essential conditions for  
achieving lasting impact. 

The path forward is clear: recognize civil society as a strategic partner, invest in its capacity, protect the 
civic space in which it operates, and expand inclusive partnerships that accelerate impact. By doing so, 
the international community can move beyond aspiration and build a more resilient, equitable, and  
effective model of global cooperation—one capable of turning shared commitments into measurable 
progress for people and the planet. 


