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ABSTRACT
The 2030 Agenda's Leaving No One Behind (LNOB) principle has the potential to offer a new approach to development, but 
whether it is achieved largely depends on how it is institutionalised within countries. This research provides the first empirical 
study into the relation between institutionalisation of LNOB and its goal achievement. Using Qualitative Comparative Analysis, 
this research investigates how and in what combinations five institutional elements present necessary and/or sufficient condi-
tions for achieving LNOB in three key areas: social protection, health and education. The results indicate different conditions 
that lead to goal achievement of LNOB without revealing highly interlinked conditions. These findings challenge the notion that 
institutionalisation of LNOB is an ‘all or nothing’ situation. More targeted approaches could be equally effective suggesting that 
goal achievement of LNOB does not require the impossible from governments. Our research contributes new empirical insights 
and proposes case study analysis as the next necessary step.

1   |   Introduction

Rising inequalities have become a ‘defining challenge of our 
time’ that has shown devastating effects on, amongst others, 
education, health, food security, employment and housing. In 
large, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development is rec-
ognised as an agenda for equality (United Nations  2016), in 
which the ‘Leaving No One Behind’ (LNOB) principle occupies a 
central place. The LNOB principle is an outcome of years of civil 
society advocacy and inter-governmental negotiations (for a full 
overview, see Fukuda-Parr and Smaavik Hegstad 2018). It pres-
ents an important change in approaching development by recog-
nising that some groups are systematically marginalised due to 
intersecting forms of inequalities where no trickle-down effect 
of progress is experienced (Stuart and Samman  2017). LNOB 
is therefore transformative because it requires governments to 
prioritise action for those most vulnerable and marginalised 
(Stuart and Woodroffe  2016). Through LNOB, member states 

promise to achieve three goals: (1) equality in opportunity and 
outcomes for all; (2) the eradication of discrimination against 
individuals and groups and (3) an equitable distribution of costs, 
benefits and opportunities (United Nations  2016). These goals 
are however ambiguous and open to interpretation (Fukuda-
Parr and Smaavik Hegstad  2018). Goal achievement of LNOB 
will therefore highly depend on how member states translate it 
into action (Winkler and Satterthwaite 2017).

To understand whether and how LNOB can be achieved, it is 
important to look at the way LNOB is institutionalised within 
countries (Samman et  al.  2021). Institutions are ‘the rules of 
the game in a society’ constraining while also enabling human 
interaction, whether political, social or economic (North 1990, 
3). They shape behaviour (Hall and Taylor 1996) and determine 
how societies evolve over time (North 1990). Institutionalisation 
has been recognised as a prerequisite for appropriate and inte-
grated policy development (Haghighi and Takian 2024; Breuer 
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et  al.  2023) which is key for LNOB goal achievement. LNOB 
should be understood as a comprehensive and cross-sectoral ap-
proach that requires a ‘focus on development policy areas that 
are key for economic and political participation and on develop-
ment policies that address areas where people are denied access 
to public services’ (Lay and Priebe  2021, 130). Institutionally, 
this calls for cross-cutting and whole-of-government ap-
proaches. This is challenging as it can be complex to organise, 
is costly and puts pressure on national administrative capacities 
(Klasen and Fleurbaey 2018; Pant 2021). These challenges raise 
the question if and under what conditions LNOB can be insti-
tutionalised in national political systems so that it successfully 
shapes behaviour and societies to goal achievement of LNOB.

The current literature on LNOB hardly engages with questions 
around institutionalisation and goal achievement of LNOB be-
yond conceptual implications. There are only a few studies that 
have empirically researched LNOB goal achievement (e.g., 
Browne et  al.  2023; Chattopadhyay and Salomon  2021; Sarwar 
and Nicolai  2018). When it comes to LNOB institutionalisation, 
previous research has synthesised the existing LNOB literature 
into a single framework showing how, according to the state-of-
the-art scientific and policy-relevant literature, LNOB should ide-
ally be institutionalised (De Jong and Vijge 2024). Our paper uses 
this framework by empirically studying which of the framework's 
institutional elements contribute to LNOB goal achievement. 
While the literature on LNOB has widely accepted the impor-
tance of combining multiple, if not all, institutional elements (e.g., 
Donoghue and Khan 2019; Samman et al. 2018; UNSDG 2022), it 
remains unclear how and in what combination these institutional 
elements form conditions that either hinder or enable LNOB goal 
achievement. Therefore, we ask: which (combination[s] of) institu-
tional elements lead to LNOB goal achievement?

To answer this question, our research evaluates cross-country 
patterns in the institutionalisation of LNOB and identifies 
whether and how these lead to LNOB goal achievement. The 
search for cross-country patterns is based upon the meta-
analysis of Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) done by De Jong 
and Vijge (2024) and on their analytical framework identifying 
key institutional elements. We use Qualitative Comparative 
Analysis (QCA) to find out whether and in what combinations 
these institutional elements present necessary and/or sufficient 
conditions to explain LNOB goal achievement. QCA enables us 
to do comparative analyses across countries that are in-depth yet 
include a substantial number of countries, which allows for the 
generalisation of the findings. In addition, through QCA we are 
able to identify multiple potential institutional pathways instead 
of a one-size-fits-all solution to LNOB goal achievement, which 
is more sensitive to contextuality and complexity in LNOB goal 
achievement.

The contributions of our research are both empirical and 
policy relevant. In order to understand how national govern-
ments are able to realise LNOB goal achievement, we need to 
add more empirical research to our theory-building efforts 
(Samman et al. 2021). Through our analysis, we aim to explore 
which institutional pathways lead to LNOB goal achievement 
by exploring whether and how countries need to institution-
alise a combination of multiple different elements. We thereby 
contribute to refining the theory around LNOB by making it 

evidence-based and so more robust and actionable. Through 
exploring how combination(s) of institutional elements ex-
plain LNOB goal achievement, policy relevant insights are 
generated that help national governments to make better in-
formed decisions when translating LNOB into action. Overall, 
we offer the first empirical research into the relation between 
institutionalisation of LNOB and its goal achievement.

The article is structured as follows. First, we explain in more 
detail how institutionalisation and LNOB goal achievement are 
conceptualised in this research. Second, the methodology is ex-
plained by introducing QCA, data selection and analysis. Third, 
the results of our analyses are presented. Fourth, we discuss the 
results and share novel insights into pathways to LNOB achieve-
ment. Finally, we discuss our main research question, the theo-
retical and policy implications of our research and reflect on our 
broader contribution.

2   |   Theorising Institutionalisation and Goal 
Achievement of LNOB

In this section, we will first introduce the framework developed 
by De Jong and Vijge (2024) to identify the institutional elements 
that may theoretically be expected to contribute to LNOB goal 
achievement (Section 2.1). Second, we will identify three areas 
(social protection, health and education) that are key for goal 
achievement of LNOB and that form the object of our analysis 
(Section 2.2).

2.1   |   Institutionalisation of LNOB: Institutional 
Elements

In this paper, we define institutions as the ‘rules of the game’ in a 
system or society (North 1990). Institutionalisation refers to the 
process of embedding a ‘rule’ into the system/society. There is a 
large body of literature and different theories that aim to explain 
the relation between institutions, behaviour and change which is 
beyond the scope of this paper to discuss in full here (for an over-
view see Hall and Taylor 1996; Kingston and Caballero 2009). 
However, from this literature we adopt the common under-
standing that institutions and the way ‘rules’ are institution-
alised are important determinants for policy outcomes, because 
they provide both structure and meaning. On the one hand, in-
stitutions provide rules of behaviour and organisational struc-
ture that determine actors' day-to-day interaction (Leroy and 
Arts 2006). On the other hand, institutions provide moral and 
cognitive templates through which policy decisions or outcomes 
are, for example, evaluated as legitimate (Hall and Taylor 1996). 
The literature on sustainable development has also identified 
the significance of institutions in relation to goal achievement 
(e.g., Reverte 2022) but, at the same time, has shown that this re-
lation is complex with different pathways to success (e.g., Azam 
et al. 2021). Overall, we consider institutionalisation of LNOB an 
important precondition for its goal achievement while allowing 
for the possibility that multiple forms of institutionalisation may 
lead to success.

To identify key features of institutions that enable achievement 
of LNOB, we adopt the framework compiled by De Jong and 
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Vijge (2024) (see Figure 1). De Jong and Vijge (2024) reviewed 
key scientific literature and policy documents on how LNOB 
should be institutionalised in national political systems and syn-
thesised this into one framework. Their framework identifies 
five larger leverage points called institutional elements, and 25 
more detailed institutional aspects which can be considered the 
‘rules’ that need to be embedded in a national political system 
(see Figure 1). The remainder of this sub-section will briefly de-
scribe and explain the institutional elements.

First, policy coordination is a key institutional element for in-
stitutionalising LNOB, as LNOB is cross-sectoral in nature and 
therefore requires collaboration between different policy ac-
tors and sectors (e.g., Donoghue and Khan 2019; OECD 2018). 
Coordination of LNOB requires high-level prioritisation, sys-
tematic attention, responsibility, monitoring and support mech-
anisms (e.g., United Nations 2017; UNDP 2018). Second, policy 
coherence is identified as essential for obtaining a systematic 
focus and maximising synergies for LNOB between all policies 
(Donoghue and Khan 2019). It requires overarching and long-
term policies, mainstreaming and monitoring of policy impact 
(e.g., Zamora et al. 2018; Stuart and Samman 2017). Third, in-
clusive participation is often referred to as a central premise of 
LNOB (UNDP  2018). Participation for LNOB needs dialogue 
networks, inclusion of non-governmental organisations, civil 
society organisations and/or marginalised groups, as well as 
information sharing (e.g., López-Franco et al. 2017; Stuart and 
Woodroffe  2016; UNDP  2018). Fourth, another essential ele-
ment of the institutionalisation of LNOB is the collection and 
use of disaggregated data. Disaggregated data will help to un-
derstand who and what to prioritise in policies (Winkler and 
Satterthwaite  2017). The institutionalisation of disaggregated 
data requires investments, inclusion of different actors and 
groups, holistic and a multi-layered focus and representative 
surveys and/or censuses (e.g., Samman et al. 2018; Abualghaib 

et  al.  2019). Fifth and finally, dedicated finance to LNOB is 
needed to create accountability and commitment (Samman 
et  al.  2018; UNSDG  2022). To reach this, long-term commit-
ments, a focus on social protection, health and education, trans-
parency around impacts, progressive and equitable tax systems 
and investments in strengthening capacities are needed (e.g., 
Greenhill and Rabinowitz 2017; Stuart et al. 2016).

Overall, these five institutional elements are put forward by the 
literature as requirements for LNOB goal achievement. However, 
as explained in the introduction, the literature has also acknowl-
edged that these institutional elements are not stand-alone con-
ditions but are rather interlinked. To take an example: one needs 
to have disaggregated data to know who is left behind and how 
they are left behind in order to know what to prioritise in poli-
cies (policy coherence), how to structure accountability (policy 
coordination), who to include in decision making processes (in-
clusive participation) or whom to dedicate finance to (dedicated 
finance). The literature therefore assumes that for LNOB goal 
achievement, countries need to institutionalise a combination of 
all the institutional elements. However, in what combinations 
these institutional elements actually lead to LNOB goal achieve-
ment remains unclear. To fill this gap, this article will apply the 
framework of institutional elements (Figure 1) in a QCA study 
to empirically analyse which institutional elements and their 
combinations have the greatest and lowest impact on LNOB goal 
achievement.

2.2   |   Identifying Key Areas for Goal Achievement 
of LNOB

As mentioned in Section 1, achieving the goals of LNOB broadly 
means three things: (1) achieving equality, (2) ending discrim-
ination and (3) creating equity for all. All (national) policy 

FIGURE 1    |    Framework for analysing the institutionalisation of LNOB. From De Jong and Vijge (2024).
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interventions for LNOB should thus be directed towards achiev-
ing these goals. However, when reviewing literature on which 
policy interventions are crucial for goal achievement of LNOB, 
three key areas are identified: social protection, health and edu-
cation. These three areas represent a basic social compact known 
for their poverty-reducing effects and strong positive feedback 
for empowering chronically left-behind groups (Chattopadhyay 
and Salomon 2021; Lay and Priebe 2021; Samman et al. 2018). 
In addition, they are building blocks for ensuring progress in 
many different areas and thus adopt the same cross-sectoral 
focus as the LNOB principle (e.g., Buzeti et al. 2020; Klasen and 
Fleurbaey 2018; UNDP 2016). We will therefore take the areas 
of social protection, health and education as our empirical focus. 
The next paragraphs will discuss in more detail how the areas 
are key for goal achievement of LNOB.

First, social protection is crucial for LNOB (Buzeti et al. 2020; 
Lay and Priebe 2021; UNDP 2016) as it promotes social justice 
and human rights for all (International Labour Organization 
[ILO] 2017) while it is also a key tool to eradicate poverty, reduce 
inequalities and promote social cohesion (ILO 2021). Aligning 
policies to social protection means implementing an equity per-
spective that takes into account different drivers of exclusion 
and deprivation (UNDP 2016). In other words, social protection 
policies and approaches need be cross-sectoral to ensure no one 
is left behind. If designed well, social protection policy outputs 
and outcomes will contribute to the 2030 agenda as a whole 
(UNDP 2016).

Second, health is considered to be one of the key services that sup-
port those at risk and is therefore a crucial area in which LNOB 
policies need to be made (Chattopadhyay and Salomon  2021). 
In particular, universal health coverage (UHC) is put forward 
as the key policy tool to LNOB in access to and use of health 
services (Tangcharoensathien et al. 2018). UHC means that all 
should receive quality health services ‘when and where they 
need them, without incurring financial hardship’ (World Health 
Organization and World Bank 2021, p. v), which means it pro-
motes equity and equality (Mújica and Moreno 2019). Health is 
a building block for all life chances (Buzeti et al. 2020), and thus 
is also important for, amongst others, education, poverty reduc-
tion and nutrition (Rao et al. 2019). UHC policies therefore also 
need to be cross-sectoral and comprehensive in nature (Buzeti 
et al. 2020; Rao et al. 2019; Tangcharoensathien et al. 2018).

Third, education is a public good and a fundamental human 
right (UNESCO 2015) that enables future life chances (Lay and 
Priebe 2021). Education is recognised as a main driver for pro-
viding human capital (Klasen and Fleurbaey 2018). Poor school 
achievement leads to weaker economic opportunities and even-
tually to intergenerational poverty cycles (Engle et al. 2011; The 
World Bank  2013; UNESCO  2015). In addition, marginalised 
groups are more likely to be stigmatised; therefore, they are con-
sistently excluded from education and are more likely to hold 

or sustain lower socioeconomic status (Abualghaib et al. 2019; 
Badgett et al. 2013; Mills 2015). This makes a focus on education 
vital for achieving LNOB (Lay and Priebe 2021). Good quality 
education can accelerate progress and achievement of all other 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) focused on, for example, 
health, gender equality, urban development, social protection 
and economic development (Devercelli and Beaton-Day  2020; 
Klasen and Fleurbaey 2018; UNESCO 2015).

3   |   Methods

3.1   |   Fuzzy-Set QCA

To research which (combination[s] of) institutional elements 
lead to goal achievement of LNOB, this paper will use QCA as 
its main method. QCA is a comparative case-oriented approach 
that uses Boolean algebra, the algebra of logic and sets, to search 
for a logical relationship between configurations (= combina-
tion of variables) and the expected outcome to explain social 
phenomena (Mendel and Korjani 2018; Ragin 1998). QCA pro-
vides a middle path that searches for cross-country patterns 
and so adopts generality, while it also embraces complexity by 
providing different causal combinations and thus case speci-
ficity. In addition, QCA embraces the principle of equifinality, 
allowing for different and mutually non-exclusive (causal) paths 
that could lead to an outcome (Schneider and Wagemann 2012). 
Equifinality is important for including an element of caution in 
our search for causality. Given the complexity of social phenom-
ena, our aim is not to make definite causal claims, but rather to 
identify different causal relations between institutionalisation 
and goal achievement of LNOB. These causal relations can in 
turn be confirmed or invalidated, which would lead to more 
definite claims of causality.

To capture the complexity of countries, we will use a specific 
variation of QCA: fuzzy-set QCA (fsQCA). While other vari-
ations of QCA use binary membership (either fully in or out), 
fsQCA uses a fuzzy-logic and thus includes degrees of member-
ship. This is an important notion for our research, as there is 
no country either fully implementing LNOB or not at all; rather, 
countries will fall somewhere in between. In large part, fsQCA 
searches for conditions that are sufficient or necessary for, in 
our case, the goal achievement of LNOB. Figure 2 summarises 
the steps of fsQCA, which will be further explained in the next 
subsections.

3.2   |   Data Selection and Operationalisation 
of Variables

Our data selection and operationalisation process contained four 
steps. First, we adopted the data set of De Jong and Vijge (2024) 
on the institutionalisation of the five institutional elements: 

FIGURE 2    |    Research steps of fsQCA.
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policy coordination, policy coherence, inclusive participation, 
disaggregated data and dedicated finance. This data set con-
tains 67 countries and is based on a meta-analysis of VNRs from 
2016 to 2021. VNRs are country-led reports in which countries 
assess and present their progress on the SDGs and the LNOB 
principle. VNRs were selected as the main data source as they 
allow for systematic and comparative analysis of national efforts 
on LNOB (De Jong and Vijge 2024). For our analysis, we only 
included the latest available VNR for each country. To retrieve 
data, De Jong and Vijge  (2024) coded the VNRs based on the 
presence/absence of the institutional aspects and aggregated 
these data into the extent to which institutional elements were 
institutionalised. In other words, each institutional element was 
scored with 0–5 based on the institutionalisation of its aspects 
(see Figure 1).

Second, we operationalised goal achievement of LNOB in our 
key empirical areas of social protection, health and education by 
looking at policy outputs. Although national governments need 
to direct all policy interventions to achieving the goals of LNOB, 
it is difficult to directly link policy actions to the achievement 
of goals, as many other (external) factors might influence it. To 
avoid these validity risks, we focus on policy outputs, which 
represent direct changes in products, capital goods and services 
resulting from an intervention (Howlett and Cashore  2014; 
OECD 2023; Schaffrin et al. 2015). Focusing on policy outputs 
does not allow us to conclude about impact, but it does show 
whether countries have made the necessary changes contribut-
ing to LNOB goal achievement.

To further operationalise the concept of policy output, we 
focused on the intensity of policy content by looking at the 
amount of resources1 and activity (i.e., actors affected or be-
haviour that is changed) that is allocated to a specific policy 
(Knill et al. 2012; Schaffrin et al. 2015). This resulted in a total 
of six indicators (two per key area). For social protection, we 
will look at the (1) proportion of the population that is covered 
by at least one social protection benefit (activity) and (2) total 
expenditure on social protection (resources). For health, we 
will look at the (3) UHC service coverage index (activity) and 
(4) out-of-pocket health expenditure (activity/resources). For 
education, we will look at the 5) out-of-school rate for children 
of primary school age (activity) and 6) government expendi-
ture on education (resources). Supporting Information  S1 
explains the selection of indicators in more detail. For two 
indicators (i.e., out-of-pocket expenditure and out-of-school 
rate), we needed to redefine the data in a way that a higher 
number represents a positive outcome. As both indicators rep-
resent percentages, we subtract the values from 100, so that 
the values represent the share of ‘no out-of-pocket expendi-
ture’ and ‘in-school rate’ respectively.

Third, for the 67 countries, we retrieved quantitative data on 
the six policy output indicators through open databases of the 
ILO  (2021), the World Health Organization,2 the World Bank 
Open Data3,4 and UNESCO.5

Fourth, we merged all data sets and eliminated countries that 
had missing data for one or more of the policy output indicators. 
Moreover, we took the year of the analysed VNR as a benchmark 
for each country, meaning that we also eliminated countries 

which had policy output data older than the year of their anal-
ysed VNR. The final data set contained 42 countries and can be 
found in Supporting Information S2. Due to data availability, not 
all regions of the world (i.e., South America) are represented in 
the final data set. Although this is a limitation, the data set does 
include countries from both the Global North and South, while 
also higher and lower-income countries. Our data set therefore 
still accounts for geographical and development level dispersion.

3.3   |   Data Calibration and Aggregation

To be able to do a fsQCA analysis, we need to calibrate our data. 
Calibration in fsQCA means transforming (numerical) data into 
so-called set memberships scores ‘to define whether a case can be 
described by a concept or not’ (Schneider and Wagemann 2012, 
24) and to make data comparable. We use the direct method of 
calibration which uses three anchor points: full membership 
(1), full non-membership (0) and the cross-over point which is 
called the intermediate (0.5) (Ragin 2008). The direct method is 
recommended as it makes the study easier to replicate and val-
idate due to its transparency on chosen thresholds (Pappas and 
Woodside 2021).

The thresholds for the set-membership scores need to be deter-
mined by qualitative anchor points and should thus ideally be 
chosen based on knowledge external to the data set (Ragin 2008; 
Schneider and Wagemann 2012). For the output indicators, we 
therefore used generally accepted thresholds as found in inter-
national agreements, international institutions, or research. For 
one output indicator—in-school rate—no clear thresholds were 
found and therefore a mechanistic calibration method based 
on percentiles was used as recommended by literature (De 
Crescenzo et al. 2020; Ding 2022). The set-membership scores 
per indicator can be found in Table 1 and the explanations for 
thresholds can be found in Supporting Information S3. Because 
research into the institutional elements is so novel, data that 
could inform exact thresholds is missing. Literature has widely 
accepted the need for combined institutionalisation of these 
variables for LNOB (De Jong and Vijge 2024, see also Section 2), 
but at the same time, full institutionalisation (i.e., institution-
alising all aspects of Figure 1) is not realistic. Therefore, we set 
the thresholds as follows: 0 reflects no institutionalisation (more 
out than in); 2 reflects intermediate institutionalisation (cross-
over point), 3–5 reflects institutionalisation (more in than out) 
(see Table 1). Based on these thresholds, the fuzzy-set scores per 
country were calculated through the fsQCA software (version 
4.1) using the option ‘calibrate’.6

After calibration, our data were aggregated for the purpose of 
analysis. To look at whether positive policy output in each key 
area has been created for the goal achievement of LNOB, we 
have aggregated each indicator into one measure by taking an 
average, as is illustrated in Figure 3. However, the goal achieve-
ment of LNOB should also be cross-sectoral in nature, meaning 
that a country cannot only target, for example, social protection 
in connection to LNOB, even though it might have synergistic 
effects on other policy areas. It is thus important that our anal-
ysis takes the need for a cross-sectoral approach into account 
as well. To do so, we have further aggregated the data into a 
composite index for LNOB that combines our three key areas 
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through calculating a geometric mean (Figure 3). A geometric 
mean was chosen instead of a normal average measure as pol-
icy output in the areas of social protection, health and educa-
tion are non-compensatory, meaning that a deficit in one area 
cannot be compensated by the surplus of another (Mazziotta 
and Pareto 2013). Figure 3 shows the full aggregation process 
in which our fsQCA analysis was based on the (aggregated) data 
of the three key areas and the composite index for LNOB (grey 
box). By analysing both the key areas and the composite index, 
we offer a detailed analysis that will not only reveal which com-
binations of institutional elements explain progress to achieving 
the goals of LNOB, but that will also show whether and how 
these combinations might be different for explaining cross-
sectoral progress than for area level progress. The next section 
will explain our analysis in more detail.

3.4   |   Data Analysis

All steps of our analysis were done in the fsQCA software 
(version 4.1). The first step was to do a necessity analysis to 
research if any single institutional element is necessary for 
output to occur (see Section 4.1). A variable is considered nec-
essary when output does not occur without it and when it tran-
scends the consistency threshold of 0.9 (for full explanation, see 
Ragin 2008).

The next step was to do a sufficiency analysis which searches 
for configurations that can explain the occurrence of policy 
output for goal achievement of LNOB. In QCA, this is done 
through constructing a so-called truth table. For medium-
sized samples (< 50 countries), the frequency threshold is set 

TABLE 1    |    Calibration thresholds for the output indicators and institutional elements.

Indicator Name
Full 

membership Intermediate
Full non-

membership

Output indicators Social protection coverage (%) SPCOV 80 50 20

Social protection 
expenditure (% of GDP)

SPEXP 12 6 2,9

UHC service coverage 
index (scale)

HCOV 80 50 20

No out-of-pocket 
expenditure (% of current 

health expenditure)

HEXP 90 80 60

In-school rate for children 
of primary school age (%)

EDISR 99.95 98.49 79.87

Government expenditure 
on education (% of GDP)

EDEXP 6 4 2

Institutional elements Coordination (0–5) COORD 3 2 0

Coherence (0–5) COH 3 2 0

Inclusive participation (0–5) PART 3 2 0

Disaggregated data (0–5) DATA 3 2 0

Dedicated finance (0–5) FIN 3 2 0

FIGURE 3    |    The process of aggregating our six output indicators into three key empirical areas (social protection, health and education) and into 
a composite index for LNOB. Grey box indicates the focus of our analysis.
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at 1 (Ragin 2008; Russo and Confente 2019). In addition, we 
have set the consistency threshold at 0.75 as recommended 
by the QCA literature (e.g., Pappas and Woodside  2021; 
Ragin 2008; Schneider and Wagemann 2012). All configura-
tions in the truth table below these thresholds were omitted 
from the sufficiency analysis.

From the three types of solutions that a sufficiency analysis pro-
vides, we have used the intermediate solution to interpret our 
results. The intermediate solution is preferred over the complex 
and parsimonious solution, as the former is too intricate to inter-
pret while the latter is too unrealistically simple (Ragin 2008). 
Note that although the results will constitute of configurations 
in which institutional elements need to be ‘present’ or ‘absent’, 
the variation of fuzzy-set membership scores are not ignored in 
fsQCA analysis. These membership scores are used to calculate 
whether (and to what extent) a sub-set relation exists (Vis and 
Dul 2018). Lastly, we used raw and solution coverage to further 
interpret the results and to identify explanatory power and so 
empirical relevance of the results (Ragin  2008; Schneider and 
Wagemann  2012). Raw coverage explains the extent to which 
policy output can be described by a single configuration, 
whereas the solution coverage explains the extent to which pol-
icy output can be described by all given configurations. As ex-
plained earlier, we have carried out a sufficiency analysis for the 
composite index for LNOB as well as for the three key areas (see 
Section  4.2). The last step of our analysis was comparing and 
interpretating all the results (see Section 5).

4   |   Results of fsQCA

4.1   |   Necessity Analysis

From the necessity analyses, we can conclude that no institu-
tional element on its own is necessary for policy output to occur 
in the areas of social protection, health and education and in 
the composite index for LNOB. We will, therefore, not further 
discuss this point. This result is also not surprising, as we have 
already pointed out the complicated and integrated nature 
of LNOB.

4.2   |   Sufficiency Analysis

With the composite index for LNOB, representing a cross-
sectoral approach to LNOB, we conducted the first sufficiency 
analysis, the results of which are shared in Table 2. For easy in-
terpretation, we have placed the institutional elements that need 
to be present in a configuration first, followed by the institu-
tional elements that need to be absent (indicated by ~). In total, 
six configurations are found, and when looking at their solution 
coverage (0.616), they explain a substantial proportion of the 
composite index for LNOB, signifying empirical relevance. From 
these six configurations, we can identify three broader patterns 
pointing to different institutional approaches. The approaches 
were identified based upon similarities between configurations 
and named after a key institutional element that needed to be 
present. However, it is important to stress that these approaches 
always include a combination of institutional elements that ei-
ther need to be present or absent.

Pattern 1 shows a policy coherence approach in combination 
with the absence of policy coordination. Policy coherence with 
the absence of policy coordination can either be combined 
with the absence of disaggregated data (Configuration 1a) or 
with the absence of inclusive participation but presence of dedi-
cated finance (Configuration 1b). Theoretically, this first pattern 
is surprising, as the link between policy coherence and coordi-
nation has widely been acknowledged by both literature specific 
to LNOB (e.g., Samman et al. 2018) and wider literature around 
the SDGs (e.g., Nilsson et al. 2022). From our results, we would 
conclude the opposite, but an important caveat must be made 
here. The data of policy coordination show an overall lower in-
stitutionalisation than the other institutional elements and con-
tains less variance. We should therefore be cautious in drawing 
strong conclusions in connection to policy coordination. What 
we can conclude from our data is that policy coherence can be 
present even without a high level of policy coordination, which 
is in itself already an interesting point.

Pattern 2 presents a dedicated finance approach in combination 
with the absence of both policy coordination and disaggregated 
data (Configuration 2).

Lastly, Pattern 3 shows an inclusive participation approach in 
combination with disaggregated data and the absence of dedi-
cated finance (Configuration 3a), or in combination with the ab-
sence of policy coordination and either the absence of dedicated 
finance (Configuration 3b) or the absence of disaggregated data 
(Configuration 3c). Theoretically, the combination of inclusive 
participation with disaggregated data is strongly supported by 
the literature (e.g., Winkler and Satterthwaite 2017). However, 
it is also interesting that the composite index for LNOB, rep-
resenting a cross-sectoral approach to achieving the goals of 
LNOB, can be sufficiently explained by both the combination of 
inclusive participation with the presence of disaggregated data 
(and the absence of dedicated finance) as well as its absence. 
This result, while also the totality of the found configurations, 
proves that there is no one-size-fits-all solution to explain (cross-
sectoral) progress to goal achievement of LNOB but rather that 
there are multiple approaches to take.

Overall, when looking at the countries that represent the found 
configurations, we can identify a slightly higher representation 
of Global North and higher-income countries. However, for most 
configurations (except for Configuration 1a), countries from 
both Global North/South and with higher-/lower-income status 
are represented. The identified approaches thus seem to be rele-
vant for more than one type of country.

For further analysis, we have also done sufficiency analyses 
for the three key areas of social protection, health and educa-
tion. These analyses offer more insight into the institutional ap-
proaches needed for explaining output in the key areas of LNOB, 
which might show different outcomes to that of a cross-sectoral 
approach to LNOB. The results of these analyses are presented 
in Tables 3–5. First, for explaining output in social protection, 
three configurations are found, but the solution coverage is low 
(0.329) which means that the configurations do not confidently 
explain output in social protection (Table 3). The solution cover-
age value rather indicates that there might be other factors going 
on that explain output in social protection. From the countries, 
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we can see that the configurations can almost only describe 
Global North/high-income countries. When comparing the con-
figurations that explain social protection to the configurations 
that explain the composite index (Table 2), no overlap is found. 
Overall, as the solution coverage is rather low, we cannot con-
clude with institutional approaches that sufficiently yet convinc-
ingly explain social protection.

Second, the sufficiency analysis for output in health (Table  4) 
found a total of six configurations that are also empirically 
relevant when looking at the overall solution coverage (0.598). 
When reviewing the configurations, we can identify four larger 

patterns. Interestingly, the first three patterns and related con-
figurations (i.e., Configurations 1a, 1b, 2, 3a and 3b; see Table 4) 
are identical to those found in the sufficiency analysis of the 
composite index for LNOB (Table 2). Again, we can identify a 
pattern that describes a policy coherence approach in combi-
nation with the absence of policy coordination, and either the 
absence of disaggregated data (Configuration 1a) or the pres-
ence of dedicated finance and absence of inclusive participation 
(Configuration 1b). Second, we can identify a dedicated finance 
approach in combination with both the absence of policy coordi-
nation and disaggregated data (Configuration 2). The third pat-
tern shows an inclusive participation approach in combination 

TABLE 2    |    Results of the sufficiency analysis for the composite index for LNOB.

Composite index for LNOB

Configuration
Raw 

coverage
Raw 

consistency Countries

Pattern 1: policy 
coherence approach

1a COH*~COORD*~DATA 0.334 0.946 Austria, Republic of Korea, 
Canada, Ireland, Japan, Latvia

1b COH*FIN*~COORD*~PART 0.163 0.846 Lesotho, Republic of 
Korea, Rwanda

Pattern 2: dedicated 
finance approach

2 FIN*~COORD*~DATA 0.212 0.770 Armenia, Cambodia, 
Canada, Republic of Korea

Pattern 3: inclusive 
participation 
approach

3a PART*DATA*~FIN 0.323 0.880 Finland, Liberia, Australia, 
Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Jordan, 

Malaysia, Sierra Leone

3b PART*~COORD*~FIN 0.518 0.720 Finland, Japan, Azerbaijan, 
Ethiopia, Hungary, 

Liberia, Australia, Austria, 
Bhutan, Denmark, Ireland, 

Malaysia, Mexico, Sierra 
Leone, Turkey, Uganda

3c PART*~COORD*~DATA 0.469 0.768 Azerbaijan, Canada, Ethiopia, 
Hungary, Japan, Austria, 

Cambodia, Denmark, Ireland, 
Mexico, Turkey, Uganda

Solution coverage 0.616

Solution consistency 0.728

Note: Countries are classified based on their high-/low-income status (in which the countries in italic are higher-income countries) and whether they belong to the 
Global North or South (in which Global North countries are underscored).

TABLE 3    |    Results of the sufficiency analysis for social protection.

Social protection

Configuration Raw coverage Raw consistency Countries

1 COH*~COORD*~DATA*~FIN 0.290 0.844 Austria, Ireland, Japan, Latvia

2 COH*PART*~COORD*~DATA 0.245 0.860 Austria, Canada, Ireland, Japan

3 COORD*PART*DATA*~FIN 0.145 0.805 Cabo Verde, Jordan

Solution coverage 0.329

Solution consistency 0.814

Note: Countries are classified based on their high-/low-income status (in which the countries in italic are higher income countries) and whether they belong to the 
Global North or South (in which Global North countries are underscored).
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Sustainable Development, 2025 85

with either the presence of disaggregated data and absence of 
dedicated finance (Configuration 3a) or in combination with 
the absence of both policy coordination and dedicated finance 
(Configuration 3b). The only configuration that does not suf-
ficiently explain output in health but did sufficiently explain 
the composite index of LNOB is the combination of inclusive 
participation with the absence of both policy coordination and 
disaggregated data (Configuration 3c, Table 2). From the suffi-
ciency analysis on output in health, we can also identify a fourth 
pattern that was not part of the results for the composite index 
of LNOB, namely a disaggregated data approach. This approach 
entails the institutionalisation of disaggregated data in combi-
nation with the absence of policy coordination, policy coherence 
and dedicated finance (Configuration 4). When reviewing the 
countries that are described by the configurations, we can again 
make the same conclusion as with the composite index LNOB: 
the found configurations do not only describe one type of coun-
try but rather encompass a variety of countries.

Third, the sufficiency analysis for output in education reveals six 
configurations (Table 5) that are identical to the configurations 
found in the sufficiency analysis for output in health (Table 4). 
Therefore, the same larger patterns are identified. In terms of 
the solution coverage (0.585), the configurations found can ex-
plain a good proportion of output in education, making them 
empirically relevant. Because output in health and education 

share the same configurations, they reinforce the main findings 
with regard to the composite index. Also, when reviewing the 
countries described by the configurations for health and educa-
tion, we can identify the same set of countries.

Overall, our results show that no institutional element on its 
own is necessary for goal achievement of LNOB and that dif-
ferent combinations of institutional elements can sufficiently 
explain goal achievement of LNOB. For easy interpretation, we 
have visualised the different institutional approaches and con-
figurations as different pathways in Figure 4. In this overview, 
we have not included the results related to social protection be-
cause these were unconvincing.

5   |   Discussion of Results

Based on the results, we can argue that a cross-sectoral approach 
to LNOB and/or creating output in different areas that are key 
for achieving LNOB does not require completely different insti-
tutional approaches. At the same time, the results revealed no 
necessary conditions and many different possible combinations 
of institutional elements that present sufficient conditions, mak-
ing it hard to provide a clear-cut list of institutional pathways 
that would lead to the goal achievement of LNOB. Overall, three 
new insights emerge from our QCA study.

TABLE 4    |    Results of the sufficiency analysis for health.

Healtha

Configuration
Raw 

coverage
Raw 

consistency Countries

Pattern 1: policy 
coherence approach

1a COH*~COORD*~DATA 0.278 0.971 Austria, Republic of Korea, 
Canada, Ireland, Japan, Latvia

1b COH*FIN*~COORD*~PART 0.150 1 Lesotho, Republic of 
Korea, Rwanda

Pattern 2: dedicated 
finance approach

2 FIN*~COORD*~DATA 0.194 0.954 Armenia, Cambodia, 
Canada, Republic of Korea

Pattern 3: inclusive 
participation 
approach

3a PART*DATA*~FIN 0.299 0.885 Finland, Liberia, Australia, 
Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Jordan, 

Malaysia, Sierra Leone

3b PART*~COORD*~FIN 0.481 0.828 Finland, Japan, Azerbaijan, 
Ethiopia, Hungary, 

Liberia, Australia, Austria, 
Bhutan, Denmark, Ireland, 

Malaysia, Mexico, Sierra 
Leone, Turkey, Uganda

Pattern 4: 
disaggregated data 
approach

4 DATA*~COORD*~COH*~FIN 0.298 0.904 Finland, Bangladesh, 
Malaysia, Nepal, Sierra 

Leone, Sri Lanka, Thailand

Solution coverage 0.598

Solution consistency 0.823

Note: Countries are classified based on their high-/low-income status (in which the countries in italic are higher-income countries) and whether they belong to the 
Global North or South (in which Global North countries are underscored).
aIn the sufficiency analysis of health, some prime implicants are tied. The configuration *~COORD*PART*~FIN was kept instead of ~COORD*PART*~DATA 
because, theoretically, we would expect the absence of disaggregated data to be more limiting for inclusive participation as the latter includes marginalized groups into 
monitoring and provision of data.
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TABLE 5    |    Results of the sufficiency analysis for education.

Educationa

Configuration
Raw 

coverage
Raw 

consistency Countries

Pattern 1: policy 
coherence approach

1a COH*~COORD*~DATA 0.293 0.961 Austria, Republic of Korea, 
Canada, Ireland, Japan, Latvia

1b COH*FIN*~COORD*~PART 0.155 0.965 Lesotho, Republic of 
Korea, Rwanda

Pattern 2: dedicated 
finance approach

2 FIN*~COORD*~DATA 0.188 0.869 Armenia, Cambodia, 
Canada, Republic of Korea

Pattern 3: inclusive 
participation 
approach

3a PART*DATA*~FIN 0.307 0.852 Finland, Liberia, Australia, 
Bhutan, Cabo Verde, Jordan, 

Malaysia, Sierra Leone

3b PART*~COORD*~FIN 0.467 0.754 Finland, Japan, Azerbaijan, 
Ethiopia, Hungary, 

Liberia, Australia, Austria, 
Bhutan, Denmark, Ireland, 

Malaysia, Mexico, Sierra 
Leone, Turkey, Uganda

Pattern 4: 
disaggregated data 
approach

4 DATA*~COORD*~COH*~FIN 0.316 0.754 Finland, Bangladesh, 
Malaysia, Nepal, Sierra 

Leone, Sri Lanka, Thailand

Solution coverage 0.585

Solution consistency 0.756

Note: Countries are classified based on their high-/low-income status (in which the countries in italic are higher income countries) and whether they belong to the 
Global North or South (in which Global North countries are underscored).
aIn the sufficiency analysis of education, some prime implicants are tied. The configuration *~COORD*PART*~FIN was kept instead of ~COORD*PART*~DATA 
because, theoretically, we would expect the absence of disaggregated data to be more limiting for inclusive participation as the latter includes marginalized groups into 
monitoring and provision of data.

FIGURE 4    |    Visualisation of institutional pathways to LNOB goal achievement.
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First, we can argue that the five studied institutional elements 
are relevant in explaining policy output for goal achievement of 
LNOB, as they are able to sufficiently explain a good proportion 
of output in health and education, and the composite index for 
LNOB. This insight validates the framework created by De Jong 
& Vijge (2024, Figure 1) while also validating the wider LNOB 
literature upon which the framework was built. In addition, by 
validating the framework, we show its usefulness in structuring 
the institutionalisation and thus operationalisation of LNOB. A 
‘how to’ approach to help policymakers guide their actions on 
LNOB has been missing so far (Samman et  al.  2021), but we 
argue that the framework (Figure 1) can potentially fill this gap. 
As we did not find any necessary conditions, we cannot con-
clude that a single institutional element has a stronger impact on 
goal achievement of LNOB than another.

Second, our QCA study revealed that most identified insti-
tutional approaches are represented by a range of different 
countries that seem not to be based upon their Global North/
South classification or income status. On the one hand, this 
result offers a new insight different from that of most litera-
ture. Literature has argued that the ‘right’ institutional ap-
proach highly depends on national context (e.g., Donoghue and 
Khan 2019), whereas we show that the identified institutional 
approaches hold true for a range of different countries and thus 
are generalisable to some extent. On the other hand, the breadth 
of our results confirms that there is no one-size-fits-solution to 
goal achievement of LNOB and thus that context does matter 
(e.g., Samman et  al.  2021; Abdulkareem et  al.  2025). We also 
stress the importance of case specificity (Park and Park 2024) 
and politics (Browne et al. 2023) which we will discuss in more 
detail in the next section (Section 6).

Third and last insight, we expected to find a much more inter-
linked nature between the institutional elements as is described 
by LNOB literature (e.g., Samman et  al.  2018; Winkler and 
Satterthwaite  2017; see Section  2.1). However, our QCA study 
shows that the interlinkages between institutional elements are 
not so clear-cut. We can identify some general institutional ap-
proaches based on larger patterns and overlap between the anal-
yses, but no obvious institutional interlinkages are found. For 
example, we cannot identify conditions that are tied, meaning 
that whenever an institutional element is present/absent, an-
other institutional element should also be present/absent. The 
latter would indicate that some institutional elements should 
always be combined to realise goal achievement of LNOB. The 
only tied combination that we could identify is the combina-
tion of policy coherence with the absence of policy coordination 
which, as discussed in Section 4.2, is theoretically questionable 
and should be empirically nuanced. In addition, if the institu-
tional elements are interlinked to the extent that literature has 
explained, we would have found institutional approaches with 
most, if not all, institutional elements present. Instead, the re-
sults show that most institutional approaches only include one 
or two institutional elements that need to be present at the same 
time to create a sufficient condition.

Theoretically, it is also difficult to explain why configurations 
always include some institutional elements that need to be ab-
sent to explain goal achievement of LNOB. Although literature 
ideally asks for institutionalisation of most, if not all, of the 

institutional elements, we expected that some institutional ele-
ments would be more potent in explaining goal achievement of 
LNOB than others. We thus understand that some institutional 
elements do not appear in a configuration as they do not (sig-
nificantly) influence goal achievement of LNOB, but why some 
institutional elements should actively be absent is not clear. The 
conclusion might be more nuanced: it might not be the mere 
absence of the institutional element in the configuration that 
contributes to goal achievement of LNOB, but rather that goal 
achievement of LNOB can be explained when some institutional 
elements are present even without high levels of other institu-
tional elements.

6   |   Conclusion

This research offers an empirical analysis into the relation be-
tween institutionalisation and goal achievement of the LNOB 
principle, which has so far been lacking. We have conducted a 
QCA study to research how institutional elements present nec-
essary or sufficient conditions for explaining goal achievement 
of LNOB measured through policy output in three empirical 
areas (i.e., social protection, health and education) and a com-
posite index for LNOB. The study of institutional elements was 
based upon the framework created by De Jong and Vijge (2024) 
who identified five institutional elements that are important for 
LNOB: policy coordination, policy coherence, inclusive partici-
pation, disaggregated data and dedicated finance. Specifically, 
our research asked: which (combination[s] of) institutional ele-
ments lead to LNOB goal achievement?

The breadth of our results shows that there is no blueprint(s) 
for goal achievement of LNOB. Instead, different sufficient con-
ditions were found and no necessary conditions, meaning that 
multiple institutional approaches may lead to success while at 
the same time not everything goes. Overall, our results point 
to interlinkages between the institutional elements, but do not 
reveal highly interlinked conditions as has been argued by lit-
erature. Rather, our results show that in terms of institution-
alisation, a fully integrated approach is not needed for goal 
achievement of LNOB. Institutionalisation of LNOB is not an ‘all 
or nothing’ situation: even if not all institutional elements are in 
place, a country can still make (some) progress. This indicates 
that more targeted approaches could be equally effective, chal-
lenging the theoretical notion that complete institutionalisation 
of all institutional elements is essential for success.

Next to this theoretical implication, our research also has a 
policy implication. If targeted approaches are equally effective, 
then goal achievement of LNOB does not require the impossible 
from governments. Rather, countries can achieve LNOB, at least 
partially, by strengthening core institutional elements. Because 
we have found no necessary conditions, there is not one insti-
tutional element that always needs to be present to create goal 
achievement. Instead, institutional pathways to LNOB success 
can include policy coherence, inclusive participation, disaggre-
gated data or dedicated finance as potential core elements. For 
governments, this flexibility means that they can design their 
institutional approach to LNOB based on what is possible or 
suitable within their national context, e.g., fitting with existing 
institutional structures, pressing issues, or available resources. 
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The gap between existing capacities and what is required for 
LNOB may be smaller than assumed, making it more doable 
for countries to not only set commitments but also to follow 
through on them.

Although our research points to interesting theoretical and 
practical implications, further scrutiny and validation are 
needed. Our results are, for example, not able to further clarify 
which exact actions countries need to take to strengthen certain 
institutional elements in their goal to reach LNOB. More empir-
ical work is needed to further test the theory around LNOB and 
to build more practical knowledge that can guide countries in 
fulfilling the promise of LNOB (Samman et al. 2021). This call 
is more relevant than ever as the UN Secretary-General identi-
fied the LNOB promise to be in ‘peril’ in the mid-review of the 
SDG framework (United Nations 2023). Countries have since re-
affirmed their commitment to LNOB in the 2023 SDG Summit 
and the 2024 Summit of the Future, but the United Nations 
urges countries to give their commitment ‘meaning’ (United 
Nations 2023). We, therefore, encourage the academic commu-
nity to continue our empirical endeavour and propose case study 
analyses as the next step.

The results of our QCA study describe a range of different 
countries but do not indicate universal (institutional) solutions 
to goal achievement of LNOB. While our results confirm that 
context matters, it was beyond the scope of our analysis to find 
out how. An analysis of country-level politics, and thus under-
standing the process behind institutionalisation of LNOB, un-
derlying motives and who is committed to doing what, is lacking 
(Beisheim 2023; Browne et al. 2023; Park and Park 2024). Such 
an analysis is important for adding further meaning to our re-
sults. Therefore, we encourage future research to focus on case 
study analysis. Case study analysis can further explore the re-
lation between institutionalisation and goal achievement of 
LNOB by capturing lived reality and unpacking political will. 
Such research moves beyond the boundaries of our research by 
adding an understanding of national priorities, (political and so-
cietal) interests and related conflicts, and so enabling relevant 
and country-specific recommendations. Ultimately, we see case 
study analysis as the next necessary step in helping countries 
to make better informed decisions when translating LNOB into 
action. Countries have once again committed themselves to the 
LNOB promise; it is essential that we make it meaningful.
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Endnotes

	1	Note that the concept of ‘resources’ is different from the institutional el-
ement ‘dedicated finance’. The former focuses on the (numerical) value 
of financial resources, whereas the latter focuses on (written) commit-
ments of countries to allocate finance to LNOB or related concepts. 
The institutional element ‘dedicated finance’ thus focuses on whether 
countries put in structures conducive to allocation of resources with-
out taking into account the actual level of resources provided.

	2	https://​www.​who.​int/​data/​mater​nal-​newbo​rn-​child​-​adole​scent​-​age-
ing/​indic​ator-​explo​rer-​new/​mca/​uhc-​servi​ce-​cover​age-​index​-​(sdg-​3.8.​
1)​.

	3	https://​data.​world​bank.​org/​indic​ator/​SH.​XPD.​OOPC.​CH.​ZS.

	4	https://​data.​world​bank.​org/​indic​ator/​SE.​XPD.​TOTL.​GD.​ZS.

	5	http://​sdg4-​data.​uis.​unesco.​org.

	6	In fsQCA, the countries that are calibrated exactly at 0.5 are dropped 
from the analysis because they are considered neither in nor out. To 
overcome this, a small constant (0.001) was added to these countries 
(Du and Kim 2021; Fiss 2011).
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