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Introduction: Localizing SDGs 
and Empowering Cities 
and Communities in North 
America for Sustainability

David B. Abraham and Seema D. Iyer

1.1  The Sustainable 
Development Goals

In September 2015, the member countries of the 
United Nations adopted the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), which defined new 
standards for a global commitment to the three 
interrelated pillars/objectives: economic devel-
opment, social development, and environmental 
development. The SDGs form a cohesive and 
integrated package of global aspirations framed 
as Goals that individual countries commit to 
achieve by 2030. The 17 SDGs address the most 
pressing global challenges of our time, calling 
upon collaborative partnerships across and 
between countries to address universal, inte-
grated challenges to sustainable development. 
The SDGs include goals for addressing job loss, 
deteriorating infrastructure, social exclusion, and 
climate change, among many other issues facing 
societies today. The SDG agenda comes at a time 

when more than half of the world’s population 
lives in urban areas. As this portion of the popula-
tion grows at a rapid speed, so too do the complex 
development challenges in these locations.

The SDGs can provide a long-term and sustain-
able approach to city planning by providing a suite 
of clear, common, and objective Goals that can be 
continuously pursued irrespective of political 
cycles. Ensuring full ownership of the goals through 
an inclusive, participatory dialogue is of paramount 
importance to the success of the SDG agenda. The 
goals must ultimately act as the common language 
for government, business, and citizens and repre-
sent a shared ideal to be pursued at the city level but 
also within each community. The SDGs, therefore, 
must be localized through a fully representative and 
inclusive participatory planning process.

1.2  Overview of the Sustainable 
Development Goals

The SDGs provide a comprehensive and inclu-
sive framework for sustainable development that 
can be utilized by local stakeholders as a guide 
for community planning. The history and main 
principles of the SDGs are outlined below.

“Getting Started with the SDGs in Cities: A 
Guide for Stakeholders1” summarizes the SDGs 
as follows:

1 Prepared by the Sustainable Development Solutions 
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The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are a 
universal set of goals, targets and indicators2 that 
UN member states have committed to use, to frame 
both domestic and international development poli-
cies over the […period 2015–2030]. They build 
upon the progress of the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), which were agreed by govern-
ments in 2001 and expired in 2015. While the 
MDGs focused on reducing extreme poverty in all 
its forms, the SDGs pursue a broader agenda that 
encompasses the social, environmental and eco-
nomic aspects of sustainable development, which 
is relevant for all countries worldwide.
The SDGs are at the core of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development,3 which was ratified by 
all UN member states at the 2015 United Nations 
General Assembly. Their 17 goals and 169 targets 
address critical issues facing the world today, 
including the eradication of extreme poverty, tack-
ling global inequality and climate change, promot-
ing sustainable urbanization and industrial 
development, protecting natural ecosystems, and 
fostering the growth of peaceful and inclusive 
communities and governing institutions (p. 8).

The SDG framework addresses five key 
themes, referred to as the Five Ps of Sustainable 
Development:

People  – The commitment to ending extreme 
poverty, hunger, and economic and gender 
inequality

Planet  – The commitment to protect the planet 
from degradation through sustainable devel-
opment, production, consumption, and natural 
resources management practices and to 
address the causes and effects of climate 
change

Prosperity  – The adoption of consumption and 
production patterns that are sustainable for 
future generations and result in equitable eco-
nomic growth and participation for all mem-
bers of society

Peace – The promotion of good governance, rule 
of law, anti-corruption, human rights, and 
equal protection under the law for all mem-
bers of society

Network, 2016.
2 A complete list of the SDGs and their targets is available 
at https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdgs
3 United Nations Resolution A/RES/70/1 of 25 September 
2015 (2).

Partnerships – The coordination of a multitude of 
stakeholders, including national and local 
governments, multinational corporations, 
NGOs, and other members of global civil 
society to implement the SDG agenda with 
accountability and transparency4

The SDG framework is also designed to reflect 
advancements in the field of development since 
the advent of the MDGs, as it promotes key 
opportunity areas for improved outcomes by 
applying these five principles in development 
strategies:

Inclusivity – The SDG agenda stands on the prin-
ciple that no one is to be left behind and there-
fore requires the engagement of stakeholders 
across all levels of society in order to effec-
tively account for and respond to the needs 
and interests of all.

Universality – In order to achieve global targets 
for development, the involvement of devel-
oped and developing countries is required. 
Understanding that development contexts 
vary worldwide, the SDGs are designed to be 
adapted as they are applied to local 
situations.

Integration  – The SDG agenda addresses the 
complexity of long-term solutions, by recog-
nizing the interconnectivity of development 
policies and investments and building on 
existing relationships between stakeholders 
across the three dimensions of sustainable 
development: economy, environment, and 
society.

Technologically driven  – Advances in ITC and 
data availability inform sustainable develop-
ment policy and investment as they improve 
global communication and interconnected-
ness and bring to light a range of data that 
illustrate and measure development needs, 
challenges, and progress.

4 For more information on the “5 Ps,” see: SDSN, “Getting 
Started with the Sustainable Development Goals  – A 
Guide for Stakeholders”, (New York: SDSN, 2015), 8–9. 
Available at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/151211-getting-started-guide-FINAL-
PDF-.pdf
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Locally focused – Local achievements in sustain-
able development and the SDGs require sup-
port, action, and coordination from 
communities and local governments. In this 
respect, cities are critical centers of sustain-
able change due to their population density 
and economic needs and output. For this rea-
son, piloting the agenda in cities like Baltimore 
will not only provide benefits to the commu-
nity, but the bottom-up approach can also 
inform national-level policy, and it will serve 
as an example for other cities around the world 
that seek ways to participate in the SDG 
initiative.5

1.3  Why the SDGs Are Useful 
for Cities

“Cities are where the battle for sustainable devel-
opment will be won or lost”.6 This is a salient 
point, as the SDGs have come into effect in a 
world that is increasingly urban. A little over half 
the global population currently resides in cities, 
and by 2050 this statistic is expected to grow to 
two-thirds of the global population.7 Urbanization 
has created some of the world’s most complex 
development challenges. This trend of urbaniza-
tion, however, also yields the opportunity to cre-
ate high-impact solutions, as a result of the 
agglomeration of people and business activity. 
The imperative for innovation and change is 
spurring wide interest and investment in twenty- 
first- century urban development.

Mayors and local leaders who are tasked with 
the responsibility to manage and improve the 

5 “Getting Started with the Sustainable Development 
Goals  – A Guide for Stakeholders,” (New York: SDSN, 
2016), 10–11. Available at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/151211-getting-started-guide-FINAL-
PDF-.pdf
6 High Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 
Development Agenda, 2013. http://www.post2015hlp.
org/the-report/
7 UNDESA, “World Urbanization Prospects-The 2014 
Revision,” United Nations, New York, 2014. Available at: 
https:/ /esa.un.org/unpd/wup/Publications/Files/
WUP2014-Highlights.pdf

quality of life in urban environments recognize 
that the SDGs provide a road map for balanced 
and equitable urban development.8 Additionally, 
the quest to build sustainable cities that advance 
global progress is putting mayors and local gov-
ernment leaders at the forefront of change. This 
trajectory is triggering broad interest and invest-
ment in urban development. The SDGs provide a 
set of integrated objectives that comprise a more 
complete and sustainable vision of urban devel-
opment, which provides equal living and work-
ing opportunities to all inhabitants, to promote 
healthy living environments and resilience 
against the array of everyday challenges and risks 
that we face today. As UN Secretary General Ban 
Ki Moon described it, the SDGs are a “people’s 
agenda.” Utilizing the SDG framework therefore 
helps to show responsivity to what local residents 
want, the world over.

1.4  How This Volume Is 
Organized

Chapters 1, 2 and 3 of the book describes the 
uptake and performance of the SDGs in three US 
cities. Baltimore had been among the first cities 
to attempt the exercise at a time when very little 
was known about the global Goals among local 
leadership and multi-sector civil society stake-
holders involved in sustainable development. Dr. 
Seema Iyer describes how leveraging the exper-
tise of the local community indicators project 
(Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators Alliance) 
helped fill in gaps in measures of equity and jus-
tice and how the SDGs remained relevant during 
the city’s update to the Sustainability Plan in 
2019. In contrast, the next case from Los Angeles 
demonstrates that even with strong leadership 
from Mayor Garcetti, alignment with the global 
goals can only happen alongside internal align-
ment of agencies, policies, and data. Tony Pipa 

8 “Getting Started with the Sustainable Development 
Goals  – A Guide for Stakeholders,” (New York: SDSN, 
2016), 10–11. Available at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/12/151211-getting-started-guide-FINAL-
PDF-.pdf
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shows that as LA prepares for the 2028 Olympics, 
the SDG framework can help set priorities for 
ongoing work towards a comprehensive vision 
for the city. In Houston, Dr. David Abraham 
reveals the city’s history of engagement with sus-
tainable development thought leaders and institu-
tions, dating back from the 1970s to today. 
However, as Dr. Abraham points out, in his com-
parison of SDG performance in Houston and the 
top 100 most populous metros in the United 
States, Houston stakeholders need to tackle the 
fundamental issue of sprawl to significantly 
improve the sustainability performance of the 
region.

Although the introduction of the SDGs was 
new in North American cities in 2015, the idea of 
measuring and tracking sustainable development 
was certainly not. Chapters 5 and 6 of the book 
provide city-level examples of mapping and 
adapting existing sustainable development 
frameworks established in North America to the 
SDG framework. Maria Spiliotopoulou and Dr. 
Mark Roseland discuss the urgency for local 
action for achieving the global goals so that uti-
lizing an adopted framework better mobilizes 
action toward implementing and monitoring the 
SDGs locally. They provide research findings for 
a complex matching and mapping exercise to 
show the relationship between the SDGs, the 
Community Capital Framework, and local goals 
for municipalities in British Columbia. The team 
of authors from California-based Applied Survey 
Research describes how and why it was possible 
to connect their long-standing work evaluating 
the Community Assessment Project in Santa 
Cruz County to the global goals. They explain 
that three conditions are necessary for any frame-
work to successfully apply the SDGs locally: (1) 
a prior commitment to well-being for all which 
aligns with the priorities of the SDGs for leaving 
no one behind, (2) experience with creating a 
measurement system that tracks well-being, and 
(3) the ability to coordinate action across multi-
sector stakeholders.

Chapters 7 and 8 of the book are about the 
dual challenge of both national mobilization and 
local engagement of SDGs. Indices and online 
Community Indicator System (CIS) portals are 

recommended, respectively, as national- and 
local-level tools to manage and track local-level 
performance differences on SDGs. Jessica Espey 
of the Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network (SDSN) writes about the group’s oppor-
tunities and challenges in preparing a national US 
Index for the SDGs. She presents the need to also 
complement such an effort with local-level action 
on SDGs, since city-level mayors are politically 
and thematically key stakeholders in developing 
sustainability policy. Jennifer Temmer and Stefan 
Jungcurt of the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development (IISD) focus on the the-
matic benefits of community and city-level adap-
tation of the SGDs, before they present the 
benefits of a novel CIS portal their group devel-
oped for use by cities interested in reporting on 
the SDGs. Their research points to five predomi-
nant thematic indicator measurement movements 
that can be addressed by implementing the SDGs. 
These are Quality of Life, Healthy Communities, 
Sustainability, Government Performance and 
Benchmarking, and “Subjective Well-Being,” 
which incorporates Public Happiness and Life 
Satisfaction. This shows that the SDGs are func-
tional enough to report performance on many of 
the contemporary and important movements driv-
ing urban areas in North America.

Chapters 9 and 10 of the book are about new 
indicator definitions and methods that groups 
have developed to address unique development 
issues of importance in North America. The SDG 
indicators do not cover the full complexity of all 
development issues in North America. North 
American countries and cities are unique in the 
vast amount of research and resources that have 
gone into tackling wicked problems of impor-
tance. As such, more robust methods are needed 
to analyze and capture the nuances that may exist 
within themes. According to the 2017 report of 
the Secretary-General to the United Nations, 
“Progress towards the Sustainable Development 
Goals,” during the 10-year period from 2007 to 
2016, 89 percent of countries around the world 
conducted one housing census, while 25 coun-
tries did not have such a data source. The papers 
in this section present examples from Youth 
Development and Housing. Both examples devel-

D. B. Abraham and S. D. Iyer
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oped are composite indicators. This reflects the 
recognition of complexity that can be found 
within our ability to define and tackle problems 
in urban development. Specifically, Dr. Luis 
Estevez presents an academic method for identi-
fying substandard housing within a community. 
Peg Thomas et  al. from the Sundance Family 
Foundation present a methodology from the pro-
fessional field. They present a multi-indicator/
multi-structured model for providing policy guid-
ance around developing more equitable economic 
opportunities for individual youth and their 
communities.

Chapter 11 of the book is a proposed heuristic 
outline of the SDGs localized for North American 
cities. Dr. Abraham, and his team from Rice 
University, will use this outline as the basis for a 
multi-city iterative process in 2020 to garner 
broad support for an agreed upon set of indicators 
for North American cities.

1.5  Recurring Themes in This 
Volume on SDGs for North 
American Cities

 1. Mapping local priorities, programs, and indi-
cators to the national SDGs. This is a task that 
has to be locally performed and communi-

cated. The ability to tailor the localization 
approach is a hallmark feature of the SDGs.

 2. Localization has both been able to leverage 
existing local indicator systems and learn 
from the experiential knowledge these local 
systems have attained.

 3. When localization has occurred, the impetus 
has predominantly come from the bottom-up 
in most of these cities. Even in the cities that 
were invited to be a part of the USA-SCI, 
these pilot projects were only possible with 
local, on-the-ground groups making the case.

 4. Low awareness of what the SDGs are and lack 
of leadership in North American cities will 
hamper future attempts to localize them. More 
work needs to be done to bring the growing 
international excitement to North American 
cities.

 5. The SDG framework can be used to highlight 
gaps in  local indicator systems or priorities. 
The SDGs represent a new language or way to 
communicate the comprehensive themes in 
urban- and country-level development.

 6. Local jurisdictions in the United States are 
strategic for implementing SDGs since they 
are notable for having broad autonomy in 
decision-making and adoption and implemen-
tation of policies, as long as these do not con-
tradict state or federal laws or statutes.

1 Introduction: Localizing SDGs and Empowering Cities and Communities in North Americ…
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Localizing the SDGs in Baltimore: 
Challenges and Opportunities 
of the USA Sustainable Cities 
Initiative

Seema D. Iyer

2.1  Introduction

In the same year that the member countries of the 
United Nations adopted the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), the city of Baltimore 
was in the grips of challenging times. In late 
April 2015, the death of a young black man, 
Freddie Gray, while in police custody set in 
motion civil and racial unrest at a level not seen 
in Baltimore and many US cities since 1968. In 
the wake of significant physical and emotional 
distress in the city, many community-based orga-
nizations, foundations, and civic groups, includ-
ing a newly formed non-profit in response to the 
unrest called One Baltimore, galvanized into 
action by bringing people in Baltimore together 
to reflect on what happened, to help everyone 
heal from not only the acute trauma of the unrest 
but also the chronic conditions that led to such an 
uprising. However, within a few months, then- 
mayor Stephanie Rawlings-Blake announced that 
she would not be seeking reelection in 2016, 
which heralded an unprecedented field of 14 dif-
ferent candidates vying for the Democratic pri-
mary nomination and the attention of the voting 
electorate in Baltimore.

With this backdrop, when the UN 
Sustainable Development Solutions Network 

(SDSN) selected Baltimore as one of three cit-
ies to participate in the launch of the USA 
Sustainable Cities Initiative (USA-SCI) in 
September 2015, it was clear that there would 
be many challenges to overcome to take advan-
tage of a yet-unknown set of potential benefits. 
The objective of the USA- SCI program was to 
bring the global agenda down to the local level 
of the American urban environment by piloting 
a process of “localizing” the SDGs in three cit-
ies: New  York, NY; San Jose, CA; and 
Baltimore, MD.  The approach was conceived 
to initiate collaborations among academic 
institutions and non-profit organizations in 
each of these cities to support the development 
of city-level development strategies that align 
with the 17 SDGs.

For Baltimore, the invitation to be a part of 
USA-SCI represented a moment of opportunity 
to be at the forefront of a global conversation. 
However, with such traumatic events stemming 
from the death of Freddie Gray and a vacuum 
in  local executive leadership, the localization 
process in Baltimore relied on leveraging and 
highlighting the strength of local stakeholders 
involved in sustainable development. Much of 
what would become the SCI-Baltimore initiative 
sought to raise awareness about the newly 
adopted SDGs among the strong civil society 
sector in Baltimore consisting of non-profits, phi-
lanthropy, community-based organizations, and 
advocacy groups.
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One of the key partners chosen for the local-
ization effort was the Baltimore Neighborhood 
Indicators Alliance (BNIA) at the University of 
Baltimore, which is the local member of the 
National Neighborhood Indicators Partnership 
(NNIP). Since 2000, BNIA has served as the 
“data intermediary” for Baltimore, focusing on 
acquiring and disseminating local data to neigh-
borhoods and other multi-sector stakeholders. 
Having the local community indicators project 
be a part of the SDG localization process 
became critical to ensuring Baltimore saw the 
effort to fruition for reasons which will be dis-
cussed in this chapter. First, given its long-
standing mission to improve quality of life in 
distressed communities, BNIA already had 
deep connections with local governmental 
agencies as well as neighborhoods impacted by 
the unrest without seeming like an intrusive out-
sider during a sensitive time in the city. Second, 
BNIA was able to quickly align existing, locally 
relevant indicators to the SDG targets and iden-
tify gaps in data that allowed stakeholders to 
focus on ways to measure equity and justice.

Over the course of a year the USA-SCI effort 
in Baltimore yielded a wealth of insights and ideas 
for furthering inclusive, coordinated sustainable 
development efforts in Baltimore. This chapter 
provides a glimpse of how the process of localiza-
tion unfolded in Baltimore and how the challenges 
and opportunities became clear over time which 
serves as a resource for local stakeholders in other 
US cities, providing a summary of current achieve-
ments of SCI-Baltimore and recommendations for 
achieving long-term, equitable sustainable devel-
opment benefits for Baltimoreans by aligning 
local efforts with the SDGs.

2.2  Baltimore and the USA 
Sustainable Cities Initiative

As one of the oldest cities in the USA, 
Baltimore is a vibrant and diverse community 
that nevertheless faces significant development 

challenges, such as depopulation, inequality, 
poverty, unemployment, and infrastructure 
degradation. For example, in 2017, 32.9% of 
children in Baltimore lived below the poverty 
line, in comparison to the national average of 
20.3% (American Community Survey). Similar 
to a number of other cities, revitalization tends 
to be concentrated around the downtown area 
and, in the case of Baltimore, it includes the 
scenic waterfront of the city’s historic harbor. 
High-rise office buildings in the historic down-
town have been converted into luxury living 
spaces for millennials and wealthy empty- 
nesters. A short distance away from the city 
center, however, are over 16,000 vacant houses 
along with significant abandoned industrial 
sites and strikingly empty storefronts. As 
American manufacturing declined, so went the 
jobs in Baltimore as the city continues to adapt 
to the new, post- industrial age.

In 2012, the Department of Public Works 
reported the level of lead in Baltimore’s drinking 
water at the Environmental Protection Agency 
“action level” of 15  ppb, indicating the water 
unsafe for children and pregnant women to con-
sume through drinking and cooking. Furthermore, 
Baltimore Harbor continues to experience 
unhealthy levels of pollution due to the city’s 
beleaguered sewer system, which is causing 
damage to the natural ecosystem and restricting 
people’s access to the water.

Beginning in September 2015, the SCI- 
Baltimore team (described below) worked to 
develop the institutional infrastructure for 
engaging multi-sector stakeholders who could 
provide substantive input into the establishment 
of quantitative targets and indicators as part of 
an ongoing effort to localize the SDGs and inte-
grate their comprehensive principles into the 
city’s development activities. The primary activ-
ities of the process, described in this chapter, 
were (1) convening local stakeholders, (2) stock-
taking of existing plans and policies, and (3) 
choosing indicators for tracking the SDGs in 
Baltimore.

S. D. Iyer
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2.3  Convening Baltimore 
Stakeholders

2.3.1  The Core Project Team

The University of Baltimore (UB), which had 
participated previously in the regional consulta-
tions1 held during the development of the SDGs, 
was selected by SDSN as the “host” for the SCI- 
Baltimore program.2 The College of Public 
Affairs and the Baltimore Neighborhood 
Indicators Alliance (BNIA) provided resources 
and expertise to the initiative by planning and 
serving as lead convener for a series of consulta-
tive discussions that aimed to (a) build and con-
textualize knowledge of the SDGs, (b) inform a 
stocktaking exercise of current development 
plans and actors, and (c) develop and refine a set 
of proposed indicators for measuring develop-
ment achievements aligning with the SDGs. The 
entire project team leveraged existing relation-
ships and the community in Baltimore to convene 
key stakeholders in the service of the initiative’s 
goals and to operationalize credible indicators 
that reflect community concerns. In addition to 
the resources of the University of Baltimore, the 
core team included two additional partners: 
University of Maryland (UMD) and Communities 
Without Boundaries International (CWBI). 
UMD’s National Center for Smart Growth played 
an integral role in the review of potential SDG 

1 United Nations Association of the USA (2014). Recap of 
“Maryland Inter-Generational Consultation on UN 
Development Goals” http://www.unanca.org/news-
events/news/363-recap-of-q-maryland-inter-generational- 
consultation-on-un-development-goals
2 In July 2014 the city of Baltimore designated the univer-
sity as one of eight “Anchor Institutions” that provide vital 
resources and support for the city’s sustainable growth. 
UB was chosen as an Anchor Institution for its history of 
providing innovative and accessible education to a diverse 
population in an urban setting and for its positive eco-
nomic impact including over $275 million in direct invest-
ment. The University of Baltimore fosters research and 
education in highly relevant areas such as public policy 
evaluation and global affairs and houses research centers 
including the Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators 
Alliance.

indicators for Baltimore context and supported 
outreach to stakeholders focused on environmen-
tal sustainability activities. CWBI, a nongovern-
mental organization that supports community 
dialogue in locations worldwide, augmented the 
discussions convened by UB by hosting meetings 
for community leaders to provide feedback on 
SCI-Baltimore activities, to reflect on technical 
discussions about targets indicators, and to con-
sider their roles in SDG implementation.

2.3.2  SCI-Baltimore SDG Executive 
Team and Working Groups

Over the course of the year, several events were 
convened to consult local organizations, experts, 
and authorities on the stocktaking exercise and 
indicator development and to establish a commu-
nity of practice to coordinate numerous local sus-
tainable development activities and to promote 
SDG achievement over the long term. The 
Baltimore SDGs Executive Team (SDG-ET) 
brought together representatives from key orga-
nizations who the project team knew had knowl-
edge of sustainable development strategies and 
sustainable development data for Baltimore in 
order to advise on the overall SCI-Baltimore pro-
cess, review the relevance and appropriateness of 
SDG targets and indicators that were revealed by 
the preliminary stocktaking exercise, and brain-
storm additional organizations and initiatives to 
include in the SCI-Baltimore effort. Consequently, 
an expanded list of “SDG partners” were con-
vened as working groups to discuss proposed 
SDG indicators for Baltimore that could be used 
to set appropriate and realistic targets and track 
them over time. In each of these meetings, par-
ticipants were familiarized with the SDGs, the 
stocktaking exercise on existing plans that 
address these goals in Baltimore/Maryland, and 
proposed indicators that can be measured and 
tracked annually to benchmark current condi-
tions in Baltimore.SDG partners participated in 
the working groups in the area of “People,” 
“Prosperity,” and “Planet,” as defined by the 

2 Localizing the SDGs in Baltimore: Challenges and Opportunities of the USA Sustainable Cities Initiative
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SDG’s 5 P approach (including Peace and 
Partnerships) in order to apply their technical 
expertise. The working groups then came 
together in plenary discussions to integrate their 
perspectives toward a set of indicators that would 
help Baltimore track progress toward the global 
targets. SDG partners were also provided ways to 
promote the SDGs within their networks. This 
included:

 1. Attending any of the convenings of the SCI- 
Baltimore process and use #SDGBaltimore to 
broadcast via social media how those discus-
sions related to the SDGs.

 2. Taking the “Which Goals Are You?” Quiz3 to 
help working group members personalize 
their understanding of SDG priorities and 
then using this information in organizational 
discussions, community consultations, and 
other public events.

 3. Informing the project team and the SDG-ET 
of additional community-based forums that 
working group members could attend or 
should be present at to further raise awareness 
about the SDGs and the SCI-Baltimore 
process.

2.3.3  Expanding Inclusion Through 
“Listening-to-the-Listening”

For sustainable development efforts in Baltimore 
to be truly inclusive, the project team determined 
to expand its engagement effort by integrating the 
SCI-Baltimore initiative into the many commu-
nity initiatives underway in the city. In the spring 
of 2015, Baltimore experienced the ramifications 
of civil unrest in ways not experienced since 
1968. Consequently, Baltimoreans entered into a 
period of soul-searching and reform-minded dis-
cussion  – formally, informally, and via social 
media. With a non-incumbent mayoral election, 
various constituent organizations had been focus-

3 “Which Goals Are You?” is an interactive quiz for users 
to better understand which of the 17 Global Goals they 
may be most passionate about. http://employers.global-
goals.org/

ing in 2016 on the preparation of key priorities to 
ensure that new leadership be informed of and 
responsive to communities’ needs. Several local 
convenings were underway or are being planned, 
and so rather than creating a wholly separate pro-
cess for the SCI-Baltimore initiative, the project 
team determined it would be more effective and 
efficient to connect SCI-Baltimore to these ongo-
ing discussions. This approach allowed SCI- 
Baltimore to promote a coordinated effort that 
built on community concerns and priorities 
voiced in real time. This effort became known as 
a “listening-to-the-listening” approach to com-
munity engagement. To put this idea into action, 
SDG partner organizations compiled a list of 
community initiatives that SCI-Baltimore could 
link to and work alongside. In many case, given 
its role as the local data intermediary, BNIA staff 
were already involved in these ongoing 
processes.

The project team connected with these com-
munity initiatives and attended associated events 
scheduled to take place in Baltimore. Working 
group members were also provided a running cal-
endar of events so that they could participate and 
help raise awareness about the SDI-Baltimore 
initiative. Those who attended the events were 
tasked with documenting data on local develop-
ment concerns, priorities, targets, and indicators 
that they heard and mapping those to the SDGs. 
Information from these community initiatives 
helped inform the project team’s effort to take 
stock of existing city plans.

The “listening-to-the-listening” approach 
benefited the SCI-Baltimore effort by enabling 
the team to record and synthesize the diverse 
community concerns and desires being articu-
lated by the public. The set of proposed indica-
tors compiled for Baltimore also captured the 
sentiments of this synthesis.

2.3.4  Update to Baltimore’s 
Sustainability Plan

Perhaps the most important and most similar 
concurrent effort was the update to the city’s 
2009 Sustainability Plan, which coincidentally 

S. D. Iyer
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also began in early 2015. In large part as a 
response to the civil unrest that erupted in 
Baltimore in April of that year, the Baltimore 
Office of Sustainability (BOS) and Sustainability 
Commission were committed to ensuring local 
voices and particularly marginalized communi-
ties were included during the planning process 
for a more inclusive and equitable plan. In 2016, 
BOS launched the “Every Story Counts” cam-
paign that gathered stories from residents who 
helped improve sustainability through their day- 
to- day actions in neighborhoods throughout 
Baltimore. The Sustainable Plan update also 
signed on and trained Sustainability Ambassadors 
to serve as outreach partners to collect more sto-
ries through the campaign as well as test and dis-
seminate a survey that reached 1200 
respondents.

In many respects, given the time and the sub-
ject matter, the SCI-Baltimore process and the 
Baltimore Sustainable Plan update should have 
been highly complementary if not fully inte-
grated. Instead, the tension between local and 
global initiatives became acute rendering the 
need for more nuanced and deliberative approach 
by the SCI-Baltimore team to broker any kind of 
alignment. By way of example, below was one of 
the unforeseen initial reactions by BOS to the 
SCI-Baltimore process:

The Sustainability Goals for our office are a bit dif-
ferent than the Sustainable Development Goals. 
We are incorporating elements of the STAR 
Community Rating System4 into the structure of 
our plan and moving forward with extensive com-
munity outreach and input sessions over the next 
few months. I don’t know if it makes sense to 
[incorporate] the SDG’s … because it might con-
fuse the process we’re doing with the Baltimore 
City Plan update (Communication with the 
Baltimore Office of Sustainability, April 2016).

4 Many US cities like Baltimore have been part of the part-
nership that includes ICLEI  – Local Governments for 
Sustainability, the US Green Building Council, the Center 
for American Progress, and the National League of Cities 
to address the needs of US cities, towns, and counties 
seeking a common framework for sustainability. The 
STAR Community Rating System was initially released in 
the fall of 2012 and not updated to respond to the UN 
SDGs until June 2016.

In response to this hesitation to combine 
efforts, BNIA and SDSN staff made back-of-the- 
envelope mapping between the STAR Community 
Rating System and the SDGs in 2016. This infor-
mal exercise and ongoing conversations between 
BNIA and the Baltimore Office of Sustainability 
spurred the Baltimore Community Foundation 
(BCF) to support efforts to identify alignment 
between the strategies in the new Sustainability 
Plan and the localization of the SDGs. After the 
SCI-Baltimore localization process had ended, in 
2017, BCF provided a grant to BNIA to ensure 
clear linkages in terms of language, SDGs, and 
indicators to the city’s Sustainability Plan which 
was ultimately adopted in January 2019.5

In the final version of the plan, the relevant 
SDGs are highlighted at the beginning of each 
chapter for each of the local goals (see Fig. 2.1). 
While this incorporation does send a clear signal 
to anyone reading the plan about the policy- and 
action-related connections to the SDGs, no fur-
ther linkages were featured between the quantita-
tive targets in the local plan to the global goals.

2.4  Stocktaking of Sustainable 
Development Plans, 
Initiatives, Goals, 
and Targets

One of the main objectives of the SCI-Baltimore 
process was to take stock of existing plans and 
initiatives in the city relating to sustainable devel-
opment. With research assistance from SDSN 
and based on input from the local stakeholder 
convenings, a broad range of plans and docu-
ments were reviewed to assess whether their tar-
gets and goals were already aligned with the 
SDGs. Certainly, the city’s 2009 Sustainability 
Plan figured prominently in the review, but sev-
eral other city and statewide plans were also rel-
evant such as the Baltimore Climate Action Plan, 
the Journey Home Plan (Homelessness), and 
Maryland Port Administration Environmental 

5 “The 2019 Baltimore Sustainability Plan” https://www.
baltimoresustainability.org/plans/sustainability-plan/

2 Localizing the SDGs in Baltimore: Challenges and Opportunities of the USA Sustainable Cities Initiative
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Strategy.6 As mentioned previously, the 
 stocktaking effort identified (a) partner organiza-
tions that could share tacit knowledge on devel-
opment in Baltimore and collaborate on the SDG 
achievement effort and (b) indicators and mea-
sure data for SDG target tracking. The informa-
tion yielded through the stocktaking effort grew 
with each consultative event as SDG partners 
convened and pooled information on their work 
and the work of others in the city, making the 
stocktaking exercise a “living” process to pro-
mote efficiency by building a coordinated SDG 
effort from existing sustainable development 
knowledge, resources, and activities.

Of course, given the comprehensive and inter-
connected nature of the SDGS, the breadth of 
stocktaking made clear that Baltimore was regu-
lated and guided by many, many plans created by 
city and state governmental agencies in response 
to legislative and executive mandates. For exam-
ple, the Maryland Department of Transportation 
annually prepares the Air Quality Attainment 
Report to ensure the regional compliance with 
the 1963 Federal Clean Air Act. Every 6 years, 
the city of Baltimore prepares a Comprehensive 
Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) to 
remain eligible for program funding from the 
Economic Development Agency (EDA). By 
2016, the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

6 See Appendix 1 (Existing Plans and Indicators) of the 
full report “Baltimore’s Sustainable Future: Localizing 
the UN Sustainable Development Goals, Strategies and 
Indicators.” https://www.ubalt.edu/about-ub/sustainable- 
cities/

did not yet figure into existing regulatory man-
dates for cities nor did that come with substantial 
monetary resources to address the scale of the 
needs. Without these, for a distressed city like 
Baltimore, the SDG localization initiative hardly 
seemed worth the extra effort for executive 
branches of the government.

2.5  Developing the Preliminary 
Set of SDG Indicators 
for Baltimore

The second key objective of the SCI-Baltimore 
initiative was to identify locally relevant and use-
ful indicators that could be used to set and track 
progress toward SDG-aligned targets. These 
indicators, developed out of the stocktaking exer-
cise, considered stakeholder data needs for their 
own SDG-aligned development efforts and incor-
porated community aspirations. Community buy-
 in and collaboration with a wide range of 
stakeholders are essential to the success of the 
SDGs. By establishing indicators to measure 
progress toward development outcomes, account-
ability and transparency of public programs and 
non-profit initiatives is maintained, and results 
can be more effectively achieved. Support for 
expanded and improved data collection will bol-
ster the city’s existing efforts to eliminate poverty 
and homelessness, increase opportunities for 
employment and education, and protect the 
environment.

Fig. 2.1 Example of connecting local strategies to the global goals. (Source: The 2019 Baltimore Sustainability Plan, 
Chap. 5, “Human-Made Systems”)

S. D. Iyer
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2.5.1  Indicators for Baltimore—The 
Vital Signs Report

Defining and tracking indicators with community 
buy-in, of course, was not a new concept in 
Baltimore. Since 2000, the Baltimore 
Neighborhood Indicators Alliance (BNIA) at the 
University of Baltimore has served an alliance of 
groups and individuals in Baltimore dedicated to 
well-informed decision making for change. Since 
2002, BNIA has published the annual Vital Signs 
report,7 a compendium of over 100 community- 
based indicators for every Baltimore neighbor-
hood. BNIA annually updates and provides the 
most current data as a part of Vital Signs and 
expands on existing data and indicators through a 
learning network of other cities engaged in the 
National Neighborhood Indicators Partnership 
(NNIP). Through ongoing and continuous con-
sultation with neighborhood residents, leaders 
from across Baltimore, and data provider part-
ners, BNIA designed its core functions based on 
Baltimore’s need for a common way of under-
standing how its neighborhoods and overall qual-
ity of life are changing over time. The work 
illuminates changing conditions and provides a 
mechanism to hold Baltimore and all others who 
work, live, play, and invest in its neighborhoods 
accountable for positive growth.

For Baltimore, the SDGs provided a frame-
work for evaluating the strength of the set of indi-
cators included in Vital Signs. The exercise of 
mapping the Vital Signs indicators to the SDG 
targets presented gaps in both frameworks; the 
SCI-Baltimore initiative offered a means to 
address both local and global missing elements.

2.5.2  Preparing SDG Targets and 
Indicators of Success in Baltimore

Based on years of experience with local issues 
and local data, BNIA was in a good position to 
focus the SCI-Baltimore initiative on a proposed 
Baltimore SDG Index. To develop the global tar-

7 Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators Alliance-Jacob 
France Institute, Vital Signs Full Report, http://bniajfi.org/
vital_signs/fullreport/

gets for the 17 SDGs and a series of progress 
indicators to track, indicators were evaluated 
according to these guiding principles:

• The data aligns with SDG targets and repre-
sents local priorities.

• Indicators reflect existing/parallel processes 
envisioning Baltimore’s future.

• Data is accessible and actionable and from a 
valid, reliable source.

• Baseline measures are recurring in order to be 
tracked over time.

• Measures can help address disparities through 
disaggregation by race and by gender.

A total of 56 indicators across the 17 SDGs 
have been identified through a series of SDG 
Executive Team and working group meetings, 
where indicators were reviewed, added, and 
removed from the selection, and through the 
listening- to-the-listening effort. All of the indica-
tors drew from open data sources including the 
aggregation of data in Baltimore’s Vital Signs 
report. The proposed indicators outlined in the 
pages below can be used by decision makers and 
stakeholders in Baltimore to set quantitative val-
ues for local targets that align with the Global 
Targets, and they can be used to track progress 
toward achieving those targets leading up to 2030.

To gauge the relevance to the community and 
other stakeholders, the resulting set of 56 indica-
tors were then presented to and scored by those 
representatives at the Opening Session for 
Baltimore Data Day 2016. For each proposed 
progress indicator, the following information was 
collated: baseline measure, baseline year, data 
source, participant score from Baltimore Data 
Day, and a graphic that visualizes 3–5 years of 
baseline data and a potential trend line based on 
the existing trajectory out to 2030. After the 56 
indicators were selected, several local and 
regional organizations signed pledges to support 
the specific SDGs and indicators that reflected 
their work and values.8

8 See Appendix 3 (Baltimore SDG Letters of Endorsement) 
of the full report “Baltimore’s Sustainable Future: 
Localizing the UN Sustainable Development Goals, 
Strategies and Indicators.” https://www.ubalt.edu/about-
ub/sustainable-cities/

2 Localizing the SDGs in Baltimore: Challenges and Opportunities of the USA Sustainable Cities Initiative
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2.5.3  Review of Baltimore SDG 
Indicators at Baltimore Data 
Day

Beginning in June 2016, the SCI-Baltimore proj-
ect team solicited public feedback via an online 
survey of the final 56 indicators that had been 
identified through SDG-ET and working group 
meetings. The survey was promoted via social 
media as well as through a media press release 
issued by the University of Baltimore. 
Additionally, the team obtained feedback via the 
project website, which provides details on these 
indicators for public review. As another example 
of leveraging existing local processes, the results 
of the indicators compilation were prepared for 
Baltimore Data Day, an annual workshop hosted 
by the Baltimore Neighborhood Indicators 
Alliance to help local communities expand their 
capacity to use technology and data to advance 
their goals. At the seventh Annual Baltimore Data 
Day in 2016, community leaders, non-profit 
organizations, governmental entities, and civic- 
minded technologists came together to see the 
latest trends in community-based data, technol-
ogy, and tools and learn how other groups are 
using data to support and advance constructive 
change.

An Opening Session on Sustainable 
Development, held on July 21, 2016, one day 
prior to the annual Baltimore Data Day work-
shop, provided an in-person opportunity for SCI- 

Baltimore partners and participants to provide 
additional feedback on the set of indicators. More 
than 130 people registered for the Sustainable 
Development Opening Session of Baltimore Data 
Day, which was hosted by the Federal Reserve 
Bank of Richmond’s Baltimore Branch.9 The 
general public was invited to provide comments 
on posters for each of the SDG indicators, using 
stickers to answer this question for each indica-
tor: “Do you think a change in this indicator 
addresses the sustainable development goal?” 
(yes, no, maybe). The public engagement with 
the posters themselves provided visual ways for 
audience members to see how relevant the indica-
tors were to participants. See adjacent photo 
example. The poster responses combined with 
the online survey results provided key feedback 
as to which indicators are deemed important to a 
broad spectrum of Baltimore stakeholders. 

Responses were positive overall, with an average 
score among them of 4.2/5. Individually, the major-
ity of proposed indicators scored either a 4 or a 5 on 
the scale provided. There were a few that scored 3 or 
less, and based on that feedback, the project team 

9 The Opening Session on Sustainable Development also 
featured keynote speeches by Professor Jeffrey Sachs and 
former Maryland Governor Parris Glendening.

S. D. Iyer
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Fig. 2.2 Figure proposed SDG indicators for Baltimore in an interactive display at Baltimore Data Day (2016)
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recommended that they should potentially be 
removed from the final list or revised (Table 2.1).10

2.5.4  New Local Indicators 
for SDG#16: Peace and Justice

Given the timing of the SCI-Baltimore initiative 
after the period of unrest in the city, review of the 
SDGs made clear that there were no quantitative 
measures to track progress toward a more just city. 
The Maryland Access to Justice Commission was 
reconstituted in 2015 as an independent entity to 
promote legal awareness, equal access to justice, 
and fair outcomes for all Marylanders who encoun-
ter the civil justice system. The commission focused 
on SDG Goal #16 and helped BNIA convene the 
Justice Indicators Roundtable for the SCI-Baltimore 
initiative to discuss methods for measuring and 
tracking progress toward a more just and equitable 
city. These discussions produced several proposed 
measures that would promote SDG #16 targets that 
are critical to achieving progress in Baltimore. 
However, some requisite data is not yet publicly 
available for calculating and monitoring these indi-
cators. The proposed indicators are as follows:

10 “Data Day Scores” were calculated as follows. Feedback 
for each indicator was weighted accordingly: yes  =  5, 
maybe  =  3, and no  =  1. Scores were summed for each 
“dot” or “vote,” and that sum was divided by the total 
number of votes.

• State/Local Public Funding for Legal Aid for 
Eligible Clients: Cost is often a prohibitive 
factor restricting a person’s access to legal 
representation. This indicator is intended to 
capture availability of affordable legal coun-
sel. Maryland Access to Justice Commission 
is in the process of procuring data to calculate 
this indicator.

• Length of Time in Jail Pretrial for Misdemeanor 
Offenses: Criminalization of poverty is a 
major problem. This indicator will track the 
prevalence of civil or misdemeanor cases that 
result in increased severity of legal conse-
quences due to a defendant’s inability to post 
bail or pay fines. BNIA continues to work 
with the State’s Attorney’s office to calculate 
this indicator.

• Civil Legal Aid Attorney Ratio: To calculate 
this ratio, the number of full-time-equivalent 
civil legal aid attorneys employed in Baltimore 
would be divided by the number of people in 
the state with incomes at or below 200% of the 
federal poverty level.

2.5.5  New Local Indicators 
for SDG#1 (Poverty) 
and SDG#3 (Health)

In addition to the indicators proposed to be calcu-
lated for Goal #16 (noted above), two other key 
indicators require dedicated resources to be cal-
culated for Baltimore. These indicators were 
identified through consultations with the SDG-ET 
and working groups and the listening-to-the- 
listening effort. With funding from an interna-
tional granting foundation, BNIA was able to 
prepare new indicators for Baltimore in 2017.11

• Percent of Residents Earning a Living Wage: 
A living wage is the hourly wage, a wage that 
is high enough to maintain a normal standard 
of living. In 2016, the living wage for a single 
adult in Baltimore is $12.33. Using a living 
wage methodology established by the 

11 Seema D.  Iyer (2017) Localizing the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals in Baltimore: Next Steps Towards 
Implementation https://www.unsdsn.org/news/2017/12/ 
20/localizing-sdgs-in-baltimore-next-steps

Table 2.1 Indicators receiving low relevance scores by 
attendees at Baltimore Data Day, 2016

Goal
Indicators receiving low 
feedback scores

5 Gender Equality Survivors of Human 
Trafficking per 10,000 
Residents

7 Affordable and 
Clean Energy

Total Electricity 
Consumption per Capita

9 Industry, Innovation 
and Infrastructure

Number of Utility Patent 
Grants

11 Sustainable Cities Number of Days with Air 
Quality Index “Good”

13 Climate Action Number of Excessive Heat 
Code Red Days

16 Peace and Justice Percent Registered Voters 
Who Voted in the General 
Election
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Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT), 
the results show that households with two 
adults were far more likely to earn more than 
the living wage than households with only one 
adult. For one-adult households with children, 
the impacts are even more severe. Only 13% 
of one-adult/one-child households earn more 
than the living wage; only 6.4% of one-adult/
two-children households earned more than the 
living wage. The SCI-Baltimore initiative 
identified this indicator as relevant to setting 
and tracking SDG#1 targets for Baltimore.

• Life Expectancy by Race: Life expectancy (the 
average number of years a newborn can expect 
to live), assuming he or she experiences the 
currently prevailing rates of death through 
their lifespan, would be the premier indicator 
for tracking the health of Baltimore residents. 
BNIA worked with the Baltimore City Health 
Department to calculate life expectancy by 
neighborhood and disaggregated this data by 
race. In 2017, white Baltimoreans (76.1 years) 
lived an average 6  years longer than black 
Baltimoreans (70.9  years). This indicator is 
relevant to setting and tracking SDG#3 targets 
for Baltimore.

2.6  Efforts to Promote Lessons 
Learned from Baltimore

The lessons from the SCI-Baltimore SDG local-
ization effort helped put Baltimore on a world-
wide platform, in large part through the 
connections and promotion by the Sustainable 
Development Solutions Network (SDSN). 
Beginning as early as 2016, representatives from 
the localization team were invited to attend meet-
ings at the United Nations, the State Department, 
the Brookings Institution, and national organiza-
tions interested in supporting the SDGs such as 
the Council on Foundations. The city’s Office of 
Sustainability was invited to participate in Habitat 
III in Quito in 2016, although was unable to 
attend. The new Baltimore mayor, Catherine 
Pugh, participated on a 2018 panel called 
“Localizing the SDGs: Achieving the Global 
Goals Through U.S. Cities” at the winter meeting 

of the US Conference of Mayors, with Mayor 
Buddy Dyer of Orlando and Mayor Mitch 
Landrieu of New Orleans. Additionally, several 
news outlets featured the efforts in Baltimore to 
global audiences.12

The work on development of localized indica-
tors from Baltimore also figured prominently in 
the development of the US Cities Index (Espey 
et al. 2018). However, while Baltimore may have 
been at the forefront immediately after the SDGs 
were adopted in 2015, the city can hardly be seen 
as a beacon just 3 years later. With a new federal 
administration deprioritizing federal efforts to 
track the SDGs nationally and a lack of continued 
resources to support localization, only tepid con-
nections to the global goals can been seen in 
Baltimore today.

2.7  Conclusions

For Baltimore to be one of the first cities to par-
ticipate in USA-SCI represented a moment of 
opportunity to be at the forefront of a global con-
versation. Given the historical moment, however, 
the project team had to thread the SCI-Baltimore 
initiative into local issues, process, and realities 
to raise awareness about the global goals and to 
make translations about their relevance locally. 
The work of the initiative, therefore, was much 
more about listening, educating, and “mapping” 
to more familiar frameworks than about the tech-
nical needs for calculating the proposed set of 
local indicators. Some positive and long-lasting 
benefits have accrued to Baltimore. The global 
goals have been incorporated into the city’s 2019 
Sustainability Plan, and several new indicators 
particularly regarding equity and justice have 
been calculated for Baltimore. There are also 
examples of Baltimore stakeholders participating 
in other programs13 created to respond to the 

12 See, for example, “How Baltimore Is Using the 
Sustainable Development Goals to Make a More Just 
City” by Carey L. Biron, Citiscope (March 2017).
13 Baltimore is one of only 8 US cities in the European 
Union’s International Urban Cooperation (IUC) program 
activities to foster city-to-city knowledge-exchange for 
sustainable development (SDG #17—Partnerships).

2 Localizing the SDGs in Baltimore: Challenges and Opportunities of the USA Sustainable Cities Initiative
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SDGs. More comprehensive and more target- 
based connections to the global goals, however, 
seem unlikely today.

2.7.1  Generalizations

From the Baltimore experience, three key issues 
arose that could both hinder and help other North 
American cities from focusing on the SDGs.

 1. Lack of resources and leadership at all levels 
of government to support adoption of the 
SDGs. The vacuum of local leadership pre-
cisely during the moment of localization in 
Baltimore is of course a rather obvious imped-
iment in the localization effort. What was less 
overt but equally important was the lack of 
Federal and State leadership among US and 
Maryland agencies engaged in urban policy. 
The US State Department and particularly the 
Office of the Chief Statistician under the 
Obama administration certainly helped keep 
the data collection and voluntary reporting at 
the forefront through the Data Revolution for 
Sustainable Development Initiative. However, 
many of the key agencies that cities interact 
with more routinely, such as HUD, EPA, or 
DOJ, were not disseminating similar mes-
sages or guidance about how to align the 
SDGs to local priorities either from a regula-
tory perspective or via resource allocation and 
funding.

 2. Lack of support for or awareness of the SDGs 
from urban entities with similar missions. 
With the UN adoption of the SDGs in 2015, 
what may have been a seminal moment glob-
ally had hardly made an impression on local 
organizations or professionals involved in 
US-based sustainability movements. The fact 
that Baltimore’s own Office of Sustainability 
(BOS) was leery of adopting a “non-local” 
approach to sustainable development was cer-
tainly an unforeseen barrier to localization. 
Staff from BOS were well-connected to net-
works such as the STAR Community Ratings 
and the Urban Sustainability Directors 
Network (USDN), but at the time, guidance 

on the SDGs had not yet permeated within 
these spheres.

 3. Local indicator projects are in the best posi-
tion to help translate the relevance of the 
SDGs to urban communities. BNIA was not 
the first partner chosen by SDSN to help 
spearhead the SCI-Baltimore initiative; how-
ever, having the local community indicators 
project be a part of the SDG localization pro-
cess became critical to ensuring Baltimore 
saw the effort to fruition. Given its long- 
standing mission to improve quality of life in 
distressed communities, BNIA already had 
deep connections with local governmental 
agencies as well as neighborhoods impacted 
by the unrest which helped ensure inclusive 
working group participation and an effective 
listening-to-the-listening approach. BNIA 
was also able to quickly align existing, locally 
relevant indicators to the SDG targets and 
identify gaps in data that allowed stakeholders 
to focus on ways to measure equity and 
justice.

2.7.2  Recommendations

Having gone through an intensive process to 
localize the SDGs in Baltimore, any attempts in 
other cities would benefit from these internal and 
external supports to help convey the potential 
benefits for aligning with the global goals:

 1. Message needs to come from the top. The 
ambitious and comprehensive nature of the 
global goals will need to be addressed by all 
levels of government, with most of the respon-
sibility resting with the executive offices and 
agencies (Kingsley 2017). Clear and reinforced 
language within existing regulations and fund-
ing resources could help agencies better under-
stand that tracking the SDGs fits within 
ongoing workloads and reporting practices. 
This would require incorporating  language 
within agency-promulgated rules and regula-
tions and in rare cases within legislation. This 
important task requires leadership from within 

S. D. Iyer
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government and potentially advocacy from 
constituencies.

 2. Existing networks promoting urban sustain-
able development need to be involved. The 
SDGs represent a new framework for thinking 
about and quantifying sustainable develop-
ment; however, they do not represent new 
issues for US cities. For many years, grass-
roots efforts have grown in the USA to address 
urban sustainability, so making clear connec-
tions between existing priorities within orga-
nizations involved in any/all aspects of 
sustainability will ensure buy-in from stake-
holders already at the forefront of sustainable 
development in North America.

 3. Local data is critical for tracking the SDGs. 
Having an existing repository of local data 
collected by community indicator projects 
like BNIA enabled speedier collection of 
baseline data relevant to the global goals. In 
fact, based on a recent report by the Urban 
Institute, whereas 66% of the SDG targets 
could be measured using national datasets 
alone, 81% of the targets were measurable if 
supplemented with local data (Greene and 
Meixell 2017). Of course, local indicators 
projects provide far more to urban communi-
ties than just the data alone; they offer training 
and education to multi-sector stakeholders as 
well as continuous integration of new local 
datasets that arise from local policies and 
administration. They are nimble enough to 
help map local realities to global issues using 
the common approach of the quantitative tar-
gets, which is precisely what the SDG local-
ization process in Baltimore helped reveal.
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Los Angeles: Measuring Its 
Ambition to Achieve the SDGs

Tony Pipa

3.1  Introduction

On February 15, 2018, in a speech at Occidental 
College, Mayor Eric Garcetti announced in a 
public speech that the city of Los Angeles would 
pursue achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs).

Mayor Garcetti’s pronouncement was unusual 
for several reasons. The SDGs, a set of 17 ambitious 
goals to end poverty and promote equity, strengthen 
peace and security, and enhance environmental sus-
tainability, were agreed by countries at the United 
Nations as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development.1 While the agreement is voluntary, 
with no legal force of compliance, the expectation 
of leadership and accountability clearly rests with 
the federal government. Los Angeles city govern-
ment has no specially designated role and was not 
party to the agreement.

One of the goals, SDG 11, focuses on the 
importance of cities to sustainable develop-
ment, committing to “make cities and human 
settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sus-
tainable.” The targets from this goal include 
adequate and affordable housing, accessible 

1 Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, A/Res/70/1, UNGAOR, 70th 
Session (2015)

transportation, participatory planning, 
improved resilience against catastrophe, pro-
tection of cultural heritage, and reduction in 
environmental impact of cities. The main intent 
of this goal is to focus the attention of national 
governments on the implications of urbaniza-
tion and the importance of managing it well in 
order to achieve sustainable development. It 
also provides the basis for a discourse between 
the different levels of government in managing 
that growth sustainably.

Mayor Garcetti’s vision for Los Angeles, 
however, extends beyond the dimensions out-
lined in SDG 11. It commits Los Angeles to 
implementing the SDG agenda in total and places 
the city in the central role of protagonist – priori-
tizing, managing, and measuring the social, eco-
nomic, and environmental progress its leadership 
can deliver for its neighborhoods and citizens.

The targets and metrics of the SDGs agreed 
upon at the UN are set at the national level. 
Applying them to Los Angeles thus requires 
adaptation and judgment. The time frame  – 
achievement of the goals is to occur by 2030 – 
extends beyond the electoral cycle. The Los 
Angeles commitment could extend through the 
tenure of three more mayors.2

Mayor Garcetti’s commitment placed Los 
Angeles in rare company nationally. Such a pub-

2 Mayor Garcetti is term-limited to two terms and started 
serving his second 4-year term in 2017.
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lic and specific mayoral commitment to the SDGs 
is uncommon in the USA and immediately put 
Los Angeles in the forefront of local implementa-
tion globally. Mayor Garcetti committed the city 
to the SDGs in a public speech to his constitu-
ents, rather than a global forum of international 
leaders, the more usual platform for local leaders 
to endorse the SDGs.

Adopting the SDGs is easy. The aspirations 
that illuminate the agenda are attractive to any 
locality and make for soaring political rhetoric: 
an end to poverty and its related indignities; an 
increase in quality jobs, needed infrastructure, 
and affordable housing; and a reduction in 
inequality, all while ensuring a sustainable envi-
ronment for future generations.

Serious implementation to achieve the 
SDGs is much more difficult. The 17 goals 
cover the full breadth of development, with 
169 targets, most of them time-bound and out-
come-oriented. The agenda exposes interde-
pendencies among different dimensions of 
development and requires progress on multiple 
fronts simultaneously. Charting progress 
toward its goals with publicly visible data 
exposes the full breadth of a government’s suc-
cesses and shortfalls. The SDGs also set expec-
tations at a level that goes beyond the capability 
of a local government’s resources, requiring 
city officials to attract and align the contribu-
tions of multiple major stakeholders.

The commitment to pursue the SDGs 
reflects an ambitious political vision for Los 
Angeles. Since the SDGs were designed for 
national implementation and measurement, cit-
ies interested in the SDGs as the basis for local 
progress must blaze their own trail as they 
align community plans against the goals. This 
case study reviews the first year of LA’s imple-
mentation of the SDGs. It explores the incen-
tives for pursuing the goals and analyzes the 
steps that Los Angeles has taken to align with 
the SDGs and measure its social, economic, 
and environmental progress. It surfaces lessons 
for other cities considering the use of the SDGs 
as a blueprint for community progress and 
ends with recommendations for LA’s next 
steps.

3.2  Background: City of Los 
Angeles

Los Angeles is the second largest city in the USA, 
with a population of more than four million peo-
ple within its city limits. It is one of the most 
diverse metropolitan areas in the USA.  Its city 
government manages a budget of $9.9  billion3 
and employs approximately 64,000 people. In 
2017 it was estimated to have the third largest 
metropolitan economy in the world, roughly 
equivalent to the size of Turkey’s economic 
output.4

While a growing, thriving city, Los Angeles 
also faces tough urban challenges. Homelessness 
in the city and county increased by 75% over the 
6 years leading into 2018, with the city ranking 
near the bottom in sheltering its homeless relative 
to its US peers.5 The city’s poverty rate in 2017 
topped 20%,6 more than eight percentage points 
above the country’s poverty rate. In 2018, it 
reported a record 87 consecutive days straight of 
unhealthy ozone levels,7 and it has a history of 
ranking first globally for traffic congestion in an 
annual ranking of gridlocked cities.8

The city government does not have primary 
managerial control for public services with 
regard to major parts of the SDG agenda. Los 
Angeles County, within which the city sits, 
adopted a budget of $32  billion for 2018–2019 
and operates the public hospitals and clinics. The 

3 City of Los Angeles, Open Budget. 2019. Retrieved from 
http://openbudget.lacity.org/#!/year/default
4 How the Economic Power of American Cities Compares 
to Countries (2017, November 12). Retrieved from 
 https://howmuch.net/articles/the-economic-size-of-metro- 
areas-compared-to-countries
5 Holland, G. (2018, February 1). L.A.’s homelessness 
surged 75% in 6  years. Here’s why the crisis has been 
decades in the making. The Los Angeles Times
6 US Census Bureau, Population Estimates 2018. Retrieved 
from https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/
losangelescitycalifornia
7 Barboza, T. (2018, September 21). 87  Days of Smog: 
Southern California Just Saw Its Longest Streak of Bad 
Air in Decades. Los Angeles Times
8 Los Angeles Tops INRIX Global Congestion Ranking 
(2018, February 5). Retrieved from http://inrix.com/press-
releases/scorecard-2017/
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Los Angeles County Department of Health 
Services is the second largest municipal health 
system in the country. The Los Angeles Unified 
School District oversees public education in the 
city but also serves 26 other cities and unincorpo-
rated areas of Los Angeles County and even 
employs its own police force separate from the 
Los Angeles Police Department. Multiple levels 
of governance create challenges for driving 
shared progress on key social determinants.

3.3  Committing to the SDGs

The commitment by the city of Los Angeles to 
pursue the SDGs was a convergence of several 
factors, including opportunistic philanthropic 
leadership, a globally minded mayor who prizes 
evidence-based policy, and the city’s designation 
as host of the 2028 Summer Olympic Games. 
The US federal government, as of 2019, has 
issued no plan to implement the SDGs and is pro-
viding no leadership, encouragement, nor 
resources to any stakeholders for SDG imple-
mentation. The effort by Los Angeles to commit 
to and adapt the SDGs for their own local pur-
poses has been bottom-up, generated and sup-
ported by local stakeholders, offering a value 
proposition aligned with local political and pro-
grammatic priorities.

3.3.1  Key Factors

Philanthropic Leadership: The idea surfaced 
with the Conrad N. Hilton Foundation, a family 
foundation with interests both local (e.g., ending 
homelessness in Los Angeles County) and global 
(e.g., the worldwide elimination of trachoma). Ed 
Cain, then Vice President for Programs, had pre-
viously served as a country Resident Coordinator 
within the UN system. He realized that, unlike 
the predecessor Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs), the SDGs are to be universally applied 
by both high-income and low-income countries, 
no matter the level of development.

In conjunction with other local philanthropies, 
the Hilton Foundation had supported A Portrait 

of Los Angeles County,9 a report based on quanti-
tative community indicators that was launched in 
November 2017 by Measure of America. Measure 
of America used a methodology based on the 
UN’s Human Development Index to explore how 
the county’s residents were “faring in terms of 
well-being and equity,” publishing a ranked index 
for the 106 cities and unincorporated areas of Los 
Angeles County. The portrait contained a “Global 
Goals Dashboard,” a distilled version of the 
SDGs with associated indicators specific to Los 
Angeles County. For the foundation, the experi-
ence highlighted that collaboration with its coun-
terparts on tough social issues could be enhanced 
if they agreed upon and used a common 
framework.

Impressed with the relevance of the findings 
and interested in exploring the potential for the 
SDGs to help the city drive social and environ-
mental priorities, the foundation’s leadership 
approached the Mayor’s Fund for Los Angeles, 
an independent and non-partisan organization 
that pools and leverages private  financial 
resources to help the city take on challenging pri-
orities. Together, the Mayor’s Fund and the foun-
dation found receptivity from key city officials, 
such as the city’s Chief Sustainability Officer and 
its Deputy CIO, who helped elevate the idea to 
the mayor.

Mayoral Leadership: They were engaging a 
mayor with a strong international outlook, intent 
on establishing Los Angeles as a leader on the 
global stage. Just a few months before the launch 
of A Portrait of Los Angeles County, Mayor 
Garcetti had named Ambassador Nina Hachigian 
as the city’s first-ever Deputy Mayor for 
International Affairs, to oversee a newly created 
Office of International Affairs. The mayor’s inter-
national perspective, grounded in his experience 
as a Rhodes Scholar and former professor of 
diplomacy and world affairs, facilitated a willing-
ness to connect the globally agreed SDGs with 
his local political agenda to make life better for 
his city’s residents.

9 Measure of America. A Portrait of Los Angeles County. 
(2017, November). Retrieved from https://ssrc-static.
s3.amazonaws.com/moa/PoLA%20Full%20Report.pdf
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A Unifying Event: Around the same time the 
International Olympic Committee awarded the 
2028 Summer Olympic Games to Los Angeles. 
The expiration of the SDGs in 2030 aligns nicely 
with the timing of the 2028 Los Angeles 
Olympics, allowing the city to promote its efforts 
to ready the city for the Olympics as a simultane-
ous exercise in advancing sustainable 
development.

Data-driven Decisionmaking: The mayor 
also possesses a strong orientation for using data 
and goals to drive progress. He had made an 
SDG-like commitment in 2017 to decrease the 
number of unsheltered Angelenos by 50% in 
5  years and functionally end homelessness in 
10 years. This pledge demonstrated the mobiliz-
ing effect of aligning policy and budget against a 
publicly accountable goal. The mayor’s political 
focus has helped produce a county bond for 
$355 million annually for services and programs, 
a city bond for $1.2 billion for supportive hous-
ing, and an executive directive to expedite the 
process of standing up temporary shelters.

Implicit Alignment: Indeed, the city’s poli-
cies and plans already mirrored many of the pri-
orities reflected in the SDGs. In April 2015, the 
mayor had released Sustainability City pLAn, 
which sought to integrate and measure environ-
mental health, equity, and economic near-term 
and long-term outcomes. The city was also in the 
closing stages of finalizing Resilient Los Angeles, 
a plan developed in conjunction with Rockefeller 
Foundation’s 100 Resilient Cities initiative. The 
city had made a commitment in 2017 to update 
all of its 35 community plans within 6  years 
through neighborhood-level consultations, and 
the Mayor’s Dashboard was already providing 
real-time data measuring the city’s performance 
across a number of issues and sectors.

University Support: The pieces fell into 
place with the addition of university partners. 
Occidental College offered financial resources, 
faculty involvement, and assistance from stu-
dents. Ultimately faculty and students from ASU, 
UCLA, and USC would also participate. These 
university teams provided capacity for mapping 
existing city policies and metrics against the 
SDGs, undertaking labor-intensive analysis that 

might otherwise have taxed city staff. With a sup-
portive mayor, the Hilton Foundation provided 
funds to the Mayor’s Fund for a staff person in 
the mayor’s office to take on the responsibility 
for coordinating the city’s efforts on the SDGs.

3.4  Aligning to the SDGs

What does “implementation” of the SDGs entail? 
For the countries that agreed to the 2030 Agenda, 
the UN resolution emphasizes the importance of 
“cohesive nationally owned sustainable develop-
ment strategies, supported by national financing 
frameworks,” as well as regular review of prog-
ress using “a set of global indicators.”10

The goals, targets, and indicators are set at the 
national and global levels. Using the data as a 
basis, countries develop strategy and financing 
frameworks according to their national circum-
stances. They then annually report national data 
to the UN Statistical Commission based on a 
standard set of indicators. Countries also volun-
tarily make Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) 
at the United Nations, offering a self-assessment 
of national progress and presenting their plans to 
reach the SDGs.

However, officially determined and univer-
sally accepted SDG targets for local purposes do 
not exist. There is also no formal set of indicators 
or official forum for reporting local SDG 
progress.

Cities are thus faced with the prospect of cre-
ating their own proxies for the national targets 
and indicators, especially as it relates to their own 
specific context and the data that they have avail-
able. There is no straightforward “trickle-down” 
from the national to the local – cities must make 
decisions at every juncture. For example, Los 
Angeles could set target 1.2, a 50% reduction in 
poverty, at the nationally mandated poverty line 
or a poverty line that is more in line with the cost 
of living in the city.

10 Transforming Our World: The 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, A/Res/70/1, UNGAOR, 70th 
Session (2015), pp. 28
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In addition, cities face jurisdictional issues. 
Depending on local and national governance 
structures, they may not have primary public 
administration responsibilities for certain parts of 
the SDG agenda.

Cities are thus faced with a more complicated 
task. They are judging the extent to which targets are 
relevant to local circumstances while assessing the 
city’s capabilities to achieve them. They must also 
choose the indicators that will measure their prog-
ress. These tasks are in addition to strategy, budgets 
and financing, and ongoing reporting.

From a pragmatic perspective, in the absence 
of a national mandate or the prospect of federal 
funding, the incentives and pay-off must out-
weigh the investment of the city’s time and 
resources. Otherwise it is likely to lose interest in 
using the SDGs as a blueprint.

With these considerations, implementation of 
the SDGs for cities can generally be viewed along 
five lines of effort: (1) awareness, (2) alignment, (3) 
analysis, (4) action, and (5) accountability.

General awareness about the SDGs in the 
USA remains fairly low and generally benefits 
from a champion (in this case the Hilton 
Foundation) or a campaign to enable greater 
attention to the advantages that the SDGs might 
provide. After awareness captures the attention of 
key leadership, a process of alignment situates 
the city’s priorities, strategies, policies, direc-
tives, initiatives, and activities within the aspira-
tions and intent of the SDGs. It also identifies the 
indicators that the city will use to measure its 
progress toward the targets it has determined to 
be relevant to its circumstances. Subsequent 
analysis enables the city to build from that foun-
dation, identifying where policy gaps or opportu-
nities exist and have important implications for 
its ability to successfully reach the targets. Ideally 
that will lead to prioritizing and taking new 
action, through policy or budget proposals, 
public- private initiatives, new types of financing, 
and citizen and stakeholder engagement. 
Publishing reports or real-time data that measure 
progress provide accountability. These five lines 
of effort are often iterative, constituting a mutu-
ally reinforcing cycle as a city refines and deep-
ens its activities.

The process of implementation entails (1) 
decisions about the relevance of the SDG tar-
gets to a local context, (2) the extent to which 
the city will customize the framework for its 
own purposes, and (3) the indicators and data 
sources it will use to assess progress. This is 
where Los Angeles focused much of its effort 
in 2018.

The process includes choices about policy 
ambition and choices about metrics that indicate 
progress. While these are related, they are not the 
same.

3.4.1  Policy Alignment

Policy alignment takes place on a continuum. For 
some cities, an existing strategy may act as the 
cornerstone, which the city maps to appropriate 
targets and priorities within the SDGs. The SDGs 
are thus viewed through the lens of current city 
priorities.

Alternatively, a city can start from the per-
spective of the SDGs and conceivably create a 
development strategy with targets and goals 
taken directly from the framework. In such a sce-
nario, the SDGs act as the template for the city 
strategy.

The approach by Los Angeles falls somewhere 
in the middle of the continuum, mapping existing 
plans and policies to and from the SDGs.

This took place against the backdrop of trans-
lating the agenda to the city level, with Los 
Angeles judging the relevance of a specific target 
to its local context, and deciding whether it makes 
sense to make an adjustment.

Los Angeles city staff made it a core principle 
to be holistic and comprehensive in its approach. 
Each of the 169 SDG targets was tested against 
the city’s plans and activities. The university stu-
dent teams did this through a desk review and 
analysis that included the city’s sustainability 
plan, its resilience strategy, department plans and 
activities, and the city’s budget.

As a first step, they tested the applicability to 
the city of each target as written and agreed in the 
United Nations resolution. This identified a 
 subset of 69 SDG targets that needed no change 
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in language or quantitative ambition to be appli-
cable to Los Angeles.11

For the remaining 100 targets, the teams 
adhered to several principles to guide the analyti-
cal process: (1) make the fewest changes possible 
to render the target applicable, (2) remain as 
faithful as possible to original intent, and (3) 
reflect the city’s values, realities, and defined 
ambitions, demonstrating a strong commitment 
to inclusiveness and leaving no one behind.12

Victory was not automatically declared on any 
target. For example, SDG target 1.1 focuses on 
ending extreme poverty. Using the global stan-
dard of $1.90/day as outlined in the SDGs, the 
city has a strong case for claiming it has achieved 
the target. However, given the emphasis on 
grounding the exercise in the city’s reality, the 
team recommended substituting an income level 
($33/day) that would be reflective of extreme 
poverty in Los Angeles.

This means ambition sometimes exceeds the 
SDGs. For example, the ratios for the recom-
mended Los Angeles targets on maternal mortal-
ity and preventable child deaths under five are far 
lower than the SDG targets: for maternal mortal-
ity (target 3.1), Los Angeles is aspiring to 5 per 
100,000 live births, versus the SDG target of 70 
per 100,000 births; for under five mortality (tar-
get 3.2), Los Angeles is aspiring to 4 per 100,000 
live births, versus the SDG target of 25 per 
100,000 live births.

Setting ambition at these higher levels facili-
tated the creation of a Los Angeles-specific Leave 
No One Behind agenda. African-American women, 
for example, experience much higher rates of 
maternal mortality in Los Angeles than Caucasians. 
To reach the recommended ratio, Los Angeles will 
need to disaggregate data among demographic 
groups and develop specific strategies to meet the 
needs of African-American women.

11 Some of these targets incorporate international agree-
ments or conventions to which Los Angeles is not a party, 
but by which the city can still abide.
12 “Leave No One Behind” is often used as a shorthand for 
the imperative implicit in the SDGs that countries and 
stakeholders must reach their most vulnerable populations 
in order to achieve many of its targets.

Ultimately 156 targets comprise the recom-
mended Los Angeles SDG framework. Thirteen 
targets were set aside, most of them means of 
implementation targets focused on resource or 
knowledge exchange between developed and 
developing countries, where legal structures or 
original intent was not meaningful to Los 
Angeles. The team recommended adding one tar-
get not a part of the SDGs, a target focusing on 
equity for LGBTQI, to extend the equity dimen-
sions of the SDGs to populations important to 
Los Angeles (in similar fashion it made slight 
language modifications to expand the inclusivity 
of some targets).

As of February 2019, policy owners within 
Los Angeles city government are validating each 
recommendation relevant to their areas of respon-
sibility. Their agreement on the policy recom-
mendations will be critical for credibility, to 
ensure that the proposed framework is an accu-
rate representation of Los Angeles ambition and 
context (e.g., does the proposed measure of $33/
day accurately reflect a level of extreme poverty 
for Los Angeles?). Those policy owners will also 
provide important guidance and expertise on 
choosing appropriate indicators to measure the 
city’s progress and performance.

3.4.2  Indicator Alignment

As a globally agreed and vetted agenda, the 
SDGs offer the promise of comparability in mea-
surement. Their predecessors, the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), were hailed for 
their positive impact in helping a diverse set of 
stakeholders, including countries, aid agencies, 
philanthropies, and implementing partners, agree 
upon and use a standard set of metrics related to 
the specific targets.

The breadth and depth of the SDGs pose sig-
nificant challenges in this regard. The official 
global indicators used at the national level, devel-
oped by the UN Statistical Commission (UNSC) 
after significant consultation, are classified into 
three tiers. These denote their level of readiness 
and availability.

T. Pipa



27

Tier I indicators reflect an internationally 
accepted methodology, with data produced by 
50% of countries. The indicators in Tiers II and 
III have weaknesses either in methodology or 
availability, or both. As of December 31, 2018, 
two full years into implementation of the SDGs, 
just 45% of the official indicators for use at the 
national level are classified as Tier I.13 This is 
after the international community has been work-
ing on the MDGs for 15  years, spent 3  years 
developing the SDGs, and has been engaged in 
implementation for 2 years.

Adapting SDG measurement to the local level 
increases the degree of difficulty. Data quality 
challenges similar to those experienced with the 
UNSC indicators not only exist locally, but for 
most municipalities, they will be more pro-
nounced. These challenges are complicated by 
the reality that no officially determined SDG 
metrics exist for local purposes and that localiza-
tion of the agenda can take many forms. A key 
issue relates to the balance between standardiza-
tion and customization: To what extent is it 
important that the common language of the SDGs 
translates into common measurement across dif-
ferent cities?

The points of reconciliation among standard-
ization and customization depend in part upon 
audience and objective. A city may focus its 
efforts one way if it places high value on the abil-
ity to compare progress against counterpart cities 
across the world. It may take other approaches if 
it sees the SDGs as a common denominator 
among different levels of government at the 
county, state, and national levels, or if it is pri-
marily interested in using the SDGs as a common 
platform to mobilize action among community 
stakeholders.

As the city of Los Angeles selects indicators 
to measure progress toward the proposed 156 tar-
gets of its localized framework, there are multiple 
options from which to draw. Its Mayor’s 
Dashboard provides regularly updated data on 
close to 200 indicators, measures, metadata, and 

13 IAEG-SDGs. Tier Classification for Global SDG 
Indicators. Retrieved from https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/
iaeg-sdgs/tier-classification/

charts. In 2018, the city entered into an agree-
ment with the World Council on City Data 
(WCCD) to become one of eight local data hubs 
for sharing information based on WCCD’s open 
data standards. There may also be the opportu-
nity to localize selected national SDG indicators, 
especially if local data can be disaggregated from 
the same sources the US government is using to 
report national metrics to the UN through its 
online reporting portal.

The WCCD partnership offers promise in pro-
viding a common basis for comparison to other 
cities. In 2014, after years of consultation with 
cities worldwide, the organization was instru-
mental in publishing ISO 37120, a standard set of 
46 core and 54 supporting indicators and related 
methodologies to measure the sustainable devel-
opment of communities. Certification against the 
ISO standard requires third-party verification, 
ensuring a rigorous application of the methodol-
ogy and a high quality of reporting. This enables 
a high degree of comparability for cities report-
ing against the standard.

Though the ISO standard was developed 
before the SDGs, WCCD recognized that the 
indicators cover similar social, economic, and 
environmental dimensions. WCCD now pub-
lishes an annual report of reporting cities with the 
ISO indicators mapped against the SDGs.

The alignment draws an association between 
each indicator in ISO 37120 to any SDG target 
where that indicator might provide relevant 
insights. Thus indicators may be used more than 
once, and more than one indicator may be associ-
ated with an SDG target.

While this approach helps draw an aggregate 
picture of progress, its usefulness in helping a 
city measure performance against particular SDG 
targets, especially for managerial purposes, 
seems limited. This is not surprising, as the ISO 
certification was not designed specifically for this 
purpose.

The set of 100 ISO indicators also leave gaps 
in coverage over the entire breadth of SDG tar-
gets. A rough analysis suggests that ISO indica-
tors can provide a direct measure that corresponds 
to the specificity of a target, at a level equivalent 
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to the UNSC indicator at the national level, for 
about 15% of the agenda.

Los Angeles was one of the first cities world-
wide to achieve platinum certification by WCCD 
for ISO 37120. While its continued reporting will 
be critical in measuring its progress against com-
parable cities in the world and identifying coun-
terparts with whom to share best practices and 
innovations, the indicators constitute only a sub-
set of the wide range Los Angeles will need in 
order to measure its progress on the targets in its 
proposed framework.

Given the intense localization of its SDG 
approach, Los Angeles will need to craft or iden-
tify unique indicators as it seeks to measure its 
performance with maximum rigor. Several key 
principles could help improve comparability as 
choices on data metrics and methodology are 
made: (1) apply WCCD indicators where directly 
corresponding, (2) identify relevant indicators 
that utilize data from nationally available sources 
(e.g., census bureau data), and (3) identify indica-
tors with internationally or nationally accepted 
methodology and data.

3.5  Generalizing the Experience 
of Los Angeles

Taken together, the factors underpinning the city’s 
commitment may seem unique to Los Angeles, an 
unusual mix of political, substantive, and personal 
interests. Yet the considerations mirror those of any 
city weighing the value proposition of the SDGs 
against the investment of time and resources in 
adapting them. Five key principles emerge based 
on the Los Angeles experience:

• The SDGs represent a new language more 
than new priorities. In many respects, Los 
Angeles found it was already working on the 
SDGs. The plans and priorities in place or 
under development contained most of the 
issues and aspirations reflected in the 2030 
Agenda. Most communities are not starting 
from scratch. The SDGs offer a framework to 
help Los Angeles and other cities integrate 
their diverse activities and priorities and incor-
porate them into a comprehensive vision.

• They offer a global outlook to local priorities. 
Being an Olympic city is just one manifesta-
tion of the global purview of Los Angeles. 
Situating its local experiences and aspirations 
within an internationally recognized and 
agreed framework reinforces this outlook. 
Cities seeking to demonstrate a global per-
spective are likely to be similarly attracted, 
given the chance it offers to articulate how 
local progress demonstrates a measure of 
responsibility for global solutions. In today’s 
interconnected world, the SDGs also give Los 
Angeles a common language to share aspira-
tions, challenges, practices, and performance 
with counterpart cities across the world.

• Political and technical comfort with goals and 
data is necessary. Los Angeles’ commitment 
to the SDGs builds upon existing data collec-
tion and reporting systems and even publicly 
announced benchmarks. Its pursuit of the 
SDGs puts the city in the forefront of counter-
parts nationwide creating evidence-based pol-
icy. At the same time, the SDGs invite public 
accountability and transparency, so elected 
and senior officials must demonstrate a will-
ingness to expose their credibility and reputa-
tion based on their progress in reaching the 
targets.

• Partnerships enable the agenda. In many 
respects, local implementation of the SDGs 
entails complexities that are not present at the 
national level that at minimum require an 
investment of staff and time. The commitment 
by Los Angeles benefited from an injection of 
capacity, resources, and leadership offered by 
the Hilton Foundation, as well as the various 
university partners. These were instrumental 
in helping Los Angeles get underway. While 
the city has committed to covering the staff 
expense past the Hilton Foundation’s 2-year 
commitment, further expanding the participa-
tion of external stakeholders will play an 
important role in accelerating and advancing 
progress toward the goals.

• Mayoral leadership sets the tone. Awareness 
of the SDGs in the USA remains fairly low. 
Mayor Garcetti’s full-throated and public sup-
port for taking on the SDGs, and the ability of 
him and other senior city officials to articulate 
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the value proposition for Los Angeles, rein-
forces the value of the commitment to staff, 
residents, and external partners. It positions 
the city to take advantage of the mobilizing 
effect that can result from credible pursuit of 
outcome-based, time-bound goals.

3.6  Recommendations: 
Maximizing Value 
from the SDGs

The proposed LA SDG framework is holistic, 
ambitious, reflective of the city’s values and pri-
orities, and serious about focusing the city’s 
attention on its most vulnerable populations and 
communities. The extent to which it will receive 
special attention, or be used by the mayor and 
senior officials as a tool or guidance for budget 
and policy decisions, remains unclear.

The city has opted not to create a special high- 
level SDG committee or internal task force. Its 
internal organization against the SDGs resembles 
a hub-and-spoke configuration, through which its 
chief SDG coordinator engages policy owners as 
appropriate throughout the city government.

It seems unlikely that the city will seek to cre-
ate a comprehensive SDG-specific strategy to 
accompany a finalized framework. The proposed 
framework already contains and affirms many of 
the mayor’s priorities, articulated through other 
processes and policies. Indeed, one might view 
all of Mayor Garcetti’s executive directives, taken 
in total and combined, as the core of the city’s 
SDG strategy.

Yet moving from alignment against the SDGs 
to analysis and action can create significant value 
for the city.

• Analyze policy gaps and opportunities:

Deeper analysis of the localized framework, 
by using evidence to map past trends and develop 
future scenarios, can identify areas where prog-
ress is likely to be insufficient, key challenges are 
going unnoticed, or opportunities for scaling 
high-impact interventions are hidden. Work 
undertaken in late 2018 by faculty and students 

from USC’s Institute on Inequalities in Global 
Health to view the city’s approach to homeless-
ness through the lens of human rights provides a 
promising example. Universities and community- 
based organizations might also work with the 
appropriate city staff to use the multi-disciplinary 
aspects of the SDGs to surface new perspectives 
and develop integrated initiatives to advance 
progress on clustered issues, such as those related 
to homelessness.

The city presented a Voluntary Local Review 
(VLR) in 2019. A VLR is a report, notionally to 
the UN, of a city’s specific contributions to the 
SDGs. Pioneered by New  York City in 2018,14 
the format is based on the approach taken by 
countries’ official reports on their SDG progress, 
presenting Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) 
at the UN. The process of preparation provides an 
immediate opportunity to stimulate and incorpo-
rate such analysis. Publishing and publicizing the 
localized framework, once finalized, offer oppor-
tunities to community organizations and univer-
sities to undertake outside research relevant to 
city priorities.

• Develop a platform for coordinated 
governance:

While city government leadership will be 
instrumental, achieving the LA SDGs will depend 
upon strong shared city governance, with multi-
ple segments of Los Angeles society contribut-
ing. Global experience with the MDGs and SDGs 
has demonstrated that specific, time-bound tar-
gets, with the right political attention and 
accountability, can have a mobilizing effect with 
businesses, investors, universities, civil society, 
and faith-based organizations. Los Angeles might 
explore models or platforms to enable public- 
private governance that generates and elevates 
multi-stakeholder efforts to advance specific pri-
orities or the agenda overall. Hawai’i Green 

14 New York’s Office for International Affairs (2018, July). 
Voluntary Local Review: New York City’s Implementation 
of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
Retrieved from https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/interna-
tional/downloads/pdf/NYC_VLR_2018_FINAL.pdf
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Growth, for example, manages a public dash-
board that measures Hawaii’s progress and facili-
tates major public-private partnerships that 
contribute toward the state’s SDG-aligned goals.

An immediate opportunity is to develop a plat-
form for community organizations and citizens to 
be engaged in providing indicators and data rele-
vant to the proposed LA SDGs. In creating its 
public dashboard, the city is adapting the open- 
source platform originally developed by the US 
chief statistician’s office as the US reporting por-
tal and could explore ways to integrate third- 
party community-level data. Another effort could 
engage the creative community in Los Angeles to 
develop storytelling and communications to rein-
force and raise awareness of the city’s commit-
ment. Partners such as the Hilton Foundation and 
Occidental College can also act as champions to 
engage their networks and encourage collabora-
tive action.

• Use key SDG targets as a common denomina-
tor among different levels of government:

In related fashion, the government of the city 
of Los Angeles does not have the statutory 
authority to achieve all the aspirations outlined in 
the proposed LA SDG framework. The proposed 
benchmarks and targets clarify the city’s aspira-
tions and can provide the basis for exploring 
coordinated action, or at least coordinated mea-
surement, on select priorities to leverage respec-
tive authorities and resources among city, county, 
and state or federal government. The recent 
emerging cooperation between the city and 
county governments in reducing homelessness 
serves as a model. An executive directive by the 
mayor or a city council ordinance adopting the 
LA SDG framework would add credibility and 
weight to such efforts.

• Explore new financing opportunities:

Financial institutions, money managers, inves-
tors, and pension funds are exploring how the 
SDGs, as a globally vetted and agreed-upon 
framework, provide a standard framework for 
analyzing environmental, social, and governance 

factors. Firms like PIMCO are looking to struc-
ture SDG-specific product offerings, and the rat-
ings agency Moody’s recently published an 
assessment of the impacts of a Norwegian munic-
ipality’s commitment to the SDGs on its future 
capital spending and borrowing.

• Provide opportunities for engagement by 
residents:

While overall awareness of the SDGs is low, 
support for the SDGs by the general public, once 
educated, is consistently positive. A recent poll 
by the UN Foundation found significant reso-
nance among millennials. Other cities and 
municipalities have found the SDGs to be a com-
pelling motivator for citizens and local groups to 
contribute toward the city’s well-being.

The commitment made by Mayor Garcetti 
places Los Angeles in a leadership role among US 
cities taking on the SDGs. It seems unlikely that the 
proposed LA SDG framework, once finalized, will 
constitute the singular strategy used by the mayor 
and city council to define LA’s future. Nevertheless, 
the city’s investment in  localizing the SDGs pro-
vides a comprehensive basis, one that is data-driven 
and outcome- focused, that can be a tool for enhanc-
ing and expanding solutions to improve the city’s 
well- being. The challenge will be to take maximum 
advantage.
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4.1  Introduction

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were 
developed for national-level reporting and with 
performance target differences between countries 
in mind. Performance targets in the SDGs also 
reflect differences between islands and countries, 
large and small countries, and countries with a 
range of development standards and capacities. 
What is not properly reflected in the SDGs are 
local-level performance targets. At the local level, 
there are vastly many more differences between 
places than at the national level. At the local level, 
in the USA, there is a great deal of political auton-
omy and hence ability to impact sustainability in 
ways that may not be possible at the national level. 
Since local political autonomy is so strong in the 
USA, it is important to understand differences in 
development performance between cities. This is 
essential to be able to identify appropriate policies 
and programs to enhance sustainability both 
locally and at the national level. In this chapter we 
show how the Houston region compares to other 
regions in the country. Properly understanding 
these differences will enhance our ability to set 
appropriate targets, policies, and programs to 
enhance sustainability across the Houston region.

In this chapter, we review major sustainability 
challenges, opportunities, and constraints for the 

Houston metropolitan region. We first cite past 
and present major efforts at developing sustain-
ability programs in the region. Then we highlight 
unique challenges faced in the Houston region 
through a comparison to the top 100 most popu-
lous metros in the USA.

4.2  From the Past to the Present 
of Sustainability Efforts 
in the Houston Region

Over the last 45 years, there have been at least 
four (4) major efforts at developing sustainability 
programs in the Houston region. The first major 
effort occurred in 1974 when tycoon and engi-
neer George Mitchell1 convened a group of 
renowned business leaders, educators, and futur-
ists, including Dennis Meadows2 in 1974, to 

1 George Mitchell is considered “the Father of Shale Gas.” 
His company, Mitchell Energy and Development 
Corporation, was sold to Devon Energy in 2002 for $3.5 
billion. Between the 1980s and 1990s, Mitchell’s com-
pany pioneered horizontal drilling technology and com-
bined this with hydraulic fracturing of rock. This 
breakthrough called “fracking” made it economically pos-
sible to extract natural gas from shale rock.
2 Dennis and Donella Meadows published The Limits to 
Growth in 1972. The book, which sold 20 million copies, 
was the result of a study commissioned by the Club of 
Rome in 1970, to study “the predicament of mankind.” 
Meadows and his 16-member team designed a macroeco-
nomic model to analyze connections between population 
growth, food production, use of natural resources, indus-
trial production, and pollution.
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develop a 10-year program of action to identify 
alternatives to the then-present-and-projected 
nature of growth and development. The first of 
four conferences was convened in the Houston 
region in 1975. The conference featured promi-
nent experts in development services such as 
Dennis and Donella Meadows, Lester Brown, 
Herman Kahn, Ian McHarg, and Herman Daly. 
Donella Meadows authored a paper for the con-
ferences titled “Equity, the Free Market, and the 
Sustainable State.” The second conference was 
convened in 1977, co-sponsored by the Club of 
Rome. The conference was titled The Nature of 
Growth in Equitable and Sustainable Societies. 
The third conference in 1979 was titled 
Management of Sustainable Growth. Finally, the 
fourth conference was convened in 1982 titled 
Role of the Private Sector (Schmandt 2010).

The second and third major regional efforts of 
note were both initiated in 2010. The Houston 
regional council of governments received fund-
ing from President Barack Obama’s national sus-
tainability enhancement program, Partnership 
for Sustainable Communities. The grant was 
awarded to develop a regional plan for sustain-
ability (HGAC 2011). That same year the City of 
Houston, the most populous city in the Houston 
metro region, created a position for a sustainabil-
ity director.

The fourth major effort actually started prior 
to efforts two and three cited above, but is pre-
sented as number four to contextualize this 
author’s affiliation and the study that is the focus 
of the rest of this chapter. In 2002, Rice University 
launched the Shell Center for Sustainability, to 
foster and develop interdisciplinary research 
partnerships to evaluate sustainable development 
in the region. Over the course of 15  years, the 
research think tank convened business, govern-
ment, and civil stakeholders authoring numerous 
studies and reports on sustainability in the region 
(SCS 2017). This author and the Rice University, 
Sustainability Solutions Lab, are both birthed 
from that effort. Beginning in 2011, we published 
reports comparing the City of Houston to peer 
cities in the USA on key sustainability indicators 
(Blackburn 2011). Several sustainability indica-
tors reports and articles were published, analyz-

ing the City from varying units of geography 
(King 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017). In 
2018 our research team developed partnerships 
with the Center of Sustainability and Resilience 
at the University of Houston and with the 
International Institute for Sustainable 
Development, to expand our research and report-
ing capabilities to address the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) for Houston 
(Sustainability Solutions Lab 2018; Abraham 
et al. 2019). The research partnership team’s goal 
is to convene industry and the civil sector in the 
region, to collaboratively develop policies and 
programs for the Houston region to meet the 
SDG 2030 goals.

4.3  Sustainability and the State 
of Growth and Development 
in the Houston Region

The Houston metropolitan region in Texas is 
composed of nine counties: Austin, Brazoria, 
Chambers, Fort Bend, Galveston, Harris, Liberty, 
Montgomery, and Waller counties (Fig. 4.1). The 
total population was 6,482,592  in 2016 and the 
total land area is 8261 square miles (ACS_16). 
Houston is the sixth most populous metro in the 
country behind New York, NY; Los Angeles, CA; 
Chicago, IL; Dallas, TX; and New  York, 
NJ. Since Houston has relatively the same land 
size as the New York metro, it is approximately 
half as dense as New  York (1613/sqml in 
New  York compared to 785/sqml in Houston). 
From a sustainability perspective, this immedi-
ately signals issues for Houston, stemming from 
sprawl. Issues such as the higher infrastructure 
management burden for Houston and the emis-
sions generated from moving people and goods 
across a much larger geography are all issues 
Houston has to manage compared to New York 
(Table 4.1).

The Houston metro is a large geographic area 
with 1000s of individual and overlapping gover-
nance bodies. The primary sustainability chal-
lenge and major constraint for the Houston metro 
region is one of governance. Houston is also 
widely considered to be the least planned, least 
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regulated urban area in the USA (Pendall et  al. 
2006). So, to identify collaborative efficiencies 
within and between the multiple government 
agencies is to evaluate the contemporary nature 

of governance in one of the more neoliberal 
regions in the USA.

A review of the map of the Port of Houston 
region shows how geographically fragmented 

Fig. 4.1 Houston-Galveston metropolitan region

Table 4.1 Top 20 MSAs ranked by 2016 population

Top 20 MSAs ranked by 2016 population Population Population density (Pop/SqMl) Area (SqMl)
1 New York-Newark-Jersey City, New York 13,380,318 1613.14 8294.58
2 Los Angeles-Long Beach-Anaheim, California 13,189,366 2720.13 4848.81
3 Chicago-Naperville-Elgin, Illinois 8,656,303 1202.81 7196.75
4 Dallas-Fort Worth-Arlington, Texas 6,957,123 749.68 9280.14
5 New York-Newark-Jersey City, New Jersey 6,594,915 795.09 8294.58
6 Houston-The Woodlands-Sugar Land, Texas 6,482,592 784.74 8260.82
7 Miami-Fort Lauderdale-West Palm Beach, 

Florida
5,926,955 1167.76 5075.51

8 Atlanta-Sandy Springs-Roswell, Georgia 5,612,777 646.54 8681.32
9 San Francisco-Oakland-Hayward, California 4,577,530 1847.45 2477.75
10 Phoenix-Mesa-Scottsdale, Arizona 4,486,153 308.01 14,565.04
11 Riverside-San Bernardino-Ontario, California 4,430,646 162.51 27,263.57
12 Boston-Cambridge-Newton, Massachusetts 4,302,566 1234.29 3485.86
13 Detroit-Warren-Dearborn, Michigan 4,296,731 1104.81 3889.10
14 Philadelphia-Camden-Wilmington, Pennsylvania 4,076,378 885.66 4602.63
15 Seattle-Tacoma-Bellevue, Washington 3,671,095 625.33 5870.66
16 Minneapolis-St. Paul-Bloomington, Minnesota 3,360,829 440.07 7637.08
17 San Diego-Carlsbad, California 3,253,356 773.39 4206.64
18 Tampa-St. Petersburg-Clearwater, Florida 2,927,714 1164.30 2514.58
19 Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, Virginia 2,884,799 461.81 6246.67
20 Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, Maryland 2,780,873 1068.94 2601.52

Source: ACS_5Yr_16
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governance is for this major economic hub in 
Houston (Fig.  4.2). There is no single entity 
which governs the petrochemical and logistics 
industry in this region, below the level of the 
State of Texas (Table  4.2). The Houston Ship 
Channel is a 52-mile federal waterway that is the 
backbone of the Port of Houston region. The Port 
of Houston region is considered the energy capi-
tal of the world and is home to a wide array of 
petrochemical industries, oil and gas refineries, 
and storage facilities for shipping and logistics 
companies. Economic activity along the Houston 
Ship Channel was estimated at nearly $802 bil-
lion, 3.2 million jobs, and $38 billion of tax rev-
enue (Martin Associates 2018). Although 
laissez-faire governance can be an enabler for 
business development in some instances, it can 
become a major liability in other areas. For 

example, transportation is an issue which will 
affect business efficiency throughout this region. 
Since personal cars are sharing the same high-
ways as commercial vehicles, traffic congestion 
increases will affect business efficiency in nega-
tive ways. From a sustainability perspective, traf-
fic congestion negatively affects the health of 
employees, economic output of businesses and 
employees, and overall environment, due to 
higher air pollution generation from idling vehi-
cles. The State of Texas’ 2012 sunset review of 
the Port of Houston Authority challenged the 
Port to remake its public reputation and to engage 
a wide collection of stakeholders than they were 
previously addressing. “The Port of Houston 
Authority is a 100-year old organization that has 
largely escaped scrutiny and close accountability 
because of its location between state, county, and 

Fig. 4.2 Port of Houston region
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city governments, away from their direct over-
sight or control” (Final Results of Sunset Reviews 
2012–2013). Part of the outcome of the sunset 
review by the state was to replace all board mem-
bers of the Port of Houston, except for its chair-
person. The state also appointed an additional 
seat on the commission. The purpose of this addi-
tional seat was primarily to manage the multi-
modal implications of the regional activity across 
the Port of Houston.

These sustainability issues stemming from 
fragmented governance are also highlighted in 
other sectors in the Houston region, such as k-12 
education, healthcare accessibility, food accessi-
bility, and natural hazard resilience. In the k-12 
education sector, the Houston Independent 
School District (HISD) is currently slated for 
state takeover. The Texas Education Agency 
(TEA) commissioner has announced plans on 
replacing the school board based on school per-
formance and board governance issues (Texas 
Education Agency 2019). Related issues in the 
k-12 sectors include preparing students to fill the 
growing workforce skills gap identified by 
Houston area companies. In 2014, the Greater 
Houston Partnership initiated an industry-led 
task force and subsequently a program called 
UpSkill Houston to develop intervention strate-

gies to bridge the skills and training gap (Greater 
Houston Partnership 2014). In the natural hazard 
resilience sector, the governor of Texas recently 
withheld $4.3 billion in federal mitigation fund-
ing instead of direct appropriations to the City of 
Houston for local management (Wallace 2019). 
Food and healthcare access have not yet had state 
intervention. Part of the reason may be that these 
two areas represent sectors that are wholly priva-
tized. However, a review of the region’s perfor-
mance in these sectors will highlight additional 
growing issues. Houston is ranked 92nd out of 
the top 100 metros in the country with regard to 
food insecurity. Houston is ranked 97th on access 
to healthcare and 89th on access to primary care 
physicians. These last two point to clear dispari-
ties between our rank and performance in com-
parison to other areas in the country and the fact 
that the Texas Medical Center, located centrally 
in Houston, is the largest medical center in the 
world.

4.4  Houston’s Development 
Performance on the SDGs

Across the 15 SDGs and 44 metrics used in this 
study, the Houston metro did not compare very 
well when compared to the top 100 metros in the 
country. Houston ranked in the bottom half of all 
metros used in this study on 31 of the 44 mea-
sures. Houston ranked in the top 20 metros for 
two measures. On SDG 11 Sustainable Cities and 
Communities, Houston ranked 13th for housing 
affordability; and on SDG 5 Gender Equality, 
Houston ranked 15th for number of women- 
owned businesses (Table 4.3).

The Houston metro has another 10  years to 
reach the 2030 SDGs. Beginning in 2020, our 
research team will engage major industries and 
local governments in the region to develop a 
10-year plan of action to become more sustain-
able by 2030. The following section presents 
Houston’s performance on each of the 15 SDGs. 
We highlight the leading metro for each of the 

Table 4.2 Governance bodies in the Port of Houston 
industrial region

Port of Houston governance entities (partial list)
1.  Counties – Harris County, Galveston County, 

Chambers County
2.  Cities – Houston, Galena Park, Pasadena, 

Shoreacres, La Porte, Morgan’s Point, Seabrook, 
Deer Park, Galveston Bay, Channelview, 
Cloverleaf, Highlands, Baytown, Beach City, South 
Houston, Jacinto City, Taylor Lake Village, El 
Lago, Sheldon, Barrett

3.  Industrial Districts: Houston IND Dist, Pasadena 
IND Dist, Deer Park IND Dist, La Porte IND Dist, 
Baytown, IND Dist

4.  Municipal Utility Districts (MUDs) – COH MUDs, 
Harris County Municipal Utility Districts (MUDs), 
Fresh Water Supply Districts (FWSDs), Water 
Control and Improvement Districts (WCIDs)
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Table 4.3 Houston metro performance on SDGs compared to the top 100 most populous metros in the USA

Houston metro performance on SDGs compared to the top 100 most populous metros in the USA
SDGS Data 100 

metros 
N

100 
metros 
minimum

100 
metros 
maximum

100 
metros 
mean

Houston 
metro

Houston 
metro 
rank

Pop below 
poverty

% 100 8.4 32.8 14.5 15.3 66

Income $/capita 99 24,805.0 106,666.0 48,758.9 51,900.4 74
Children x2 
below poverty 
line

% 99 25.2 69.7 41.0 40.7 51

Food insecurity % 100 7.9 20.6 13.4 16.3 92

Pop obese % 100 19.1 34.4 27.9 26.9 37

Infant 
mortality

1/1000 93 3.4 12.1 6.0 5.4 39

Low birth 
weight

% 93 5.5 11.2 8.0 8.6 67

STDs 1/100000 99 195.8 1051.4 624.0 655.6 58

Diabetes 1/1000 100 55.9 143.0 98.2 87.8 23
Heart attack 
deaths

1/100000 100 59.1 257.8 166.9 169.7 49

Traffic 
accident deaths

1/100000 100 5.1 17.8 10.1 11.5 67

Health 
insurance

% 100 67.1 96.6 89.1 80.1 97

Primary care 
physicians

1/100000 100 43.9 115.7 78.6 59.9 89

School 
enrollment

% 100 89.7 96.2 94.1 94.3 40

Population 
without high 
school degree

% 100 5.2 36.7 12.1 17.6 92

School 
enrollment 
3–4 years

% 100 31.2 70.5 47.3 43.8 63

Degree 
undergraduate

% 100 15.7 49.4 31.5 31.3 47

Earnings gap % 100 16.1 56.0 28.1 27.8 54
Rapes 1/100000 94 7.2 123.8 42.7 39.9 50
Women 
businesses

% 100 29.9 46.3 36.2 39.3 15

Deficit water 
stress

Index 98 0.0 79.9 6.5 8.1 75

Low carbon 
energy 
generated

% 100 3.8 85.9 35.1 22.8 65

(continued)
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Table 4.3 (continued)

Houston metro performance on SDGs compared to the top 100 most populous metros in the USA
GDP growth % 100 −0.7 6.6 2.0 2.9 23
Jobs STEM % 100 5.9 22.1 11.9 11.9 66
Unemployment % 100 2.3 9.3 4.3 5.1 85

Disconnected 
youth not 
working

% 94 7.7 21.6 13.5 14.2 56

Utility patent 
grants

1/1000 100 0.3 53.3 4.6 4.3 29

Broadband % 100 64.6 90.8 82.6 83.3 63

Gini coefficient Index 100 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 90
Racial 
segregation

Index 97 21.9 81.5 55.1 61.4 63

Upward 
mobility

Index 100 33.7 49.2 40.9 42.9 27

Housing 
affordability

$ 100 2.3 7.9 3.6 2.6 13

Pop 
overcrowded 
housing

% 100 0.7 12.8 3.1 5 86

Sustainable 
transportation

% 100 1.4 37.6 6.0 4 58

Sprawl index Index 100 1.4 37.6 6.0 4 58

Access to parks % 100 8.0 81.5 41.8 26 79

PM 2.5 average Micrograms 
per cubic 
meter

99 6.5 14.8 10.0 11.7 85

Ozone levels ppm 81 0.048 0.106 0.071 0.077 84

Toxic releases lbs per 
square mile

100 3.5 33,728.9 1432.9 9,601.7 97

Household 
carbon 
footprint

TCO2e per 
capita

100 12.4 51.4 22.9 33.7 89

Open space sq-meters 
per capita

87 14.9 226.0 84.5 No data No data

Brownfield and 
Superfunds

Sites per 
square mile

100 0.0 0.5 0.1 0.04 49

Violent crimes 1/100000 92 8.5 1262.3 425.3 578.2 75

Firearms 
deaths

1/100000 100 2.1 25.6 10.3 11.6 66

Data Source: (Espey et al. 2018)
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measures in the study and the 2030 SDG target 
all metros should be aiming policies and pro-
grams to meet.

4.4.1  SDG1: No Poverty

Poverty rates in Houston are increasing (GHP 
2019). Here we measure (1) the number of peo-
ple in poverty and (2) average incomes and (3) 
we focus on children in poverty. In 2010, the City 
of Houston had a higher poverty rate (22.8%) 
than its county seat Harris County and then in 
turn the State of Texas (16.8% for both). The per-
cent of people below the poverty line in the USA 

was 13.8% (US Census Bureau, 2010). This 
range, from the mostly urban city of Houston to 
the mostly rural State of Texas, suggests that 
interventions in the region need to have sensitiv-
ity between different types of geographies such 
as urban cities vs suburban and rural cities. The 
City of Houston is projected to have 24% of its 
population in poverty by 2030 unless major inter-
ventions are enacted (King 2012).

SDG1 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Pop below poverty % 100 8.4 32.8 14.5 15.3
Income $/capita 99 24,805.0 106,666.0 48,758.9 51,900.4
Children x2 below 
poverty line

% 99 25.2 69.7 41.0 40.7

Source: (Espey et al. 2018) Based on 2016 data

For percentage of the population below pov-
erty, the best metro target is projected to be 4.2%. 
This is based on the SDG1 to half the poverty 
level by 2030. The highest performing metro was 
the Washington, DC  – Arlington metro with 
8.4%. The Houston metro value was 15.3% of the 
population below the poverty level. This perfor-
mance needs to be strengthened since it is more 
than three times the projected 2030 SDG target. 
Houston ranks 66th among the 100 most popu-
lated metros in the country on this indicator.

For personal income the 2030 SDG target is 
projected at $83,025.41 per capita. The top 5 in 
descending order were Bridgeport-Stamford- 
Norwalk, San Jose, San Francisco, Boston fol-
lowed by New  York. The Houston metro value 
was $51,900.40 per capita in 2016. This is sig-

nificantly above the average for the country but 
below the 2030 target which is set at $83,025.41. 
The highest performing metro area in the country 
was Bridgeport-Stamford with a $106,666 per 
capita income in 2016. Houston ranks 74th in the 
country on this indicator.

The percent of children that are living more 
than two times below the poverty line was 40% in 
the Houston metro. The target for this indicator is 
12.5%, which is based on the SDG1 to halve the 
number of children living two times below the 
poverty level by 2030. This indicator needs to be 
strengthened in the metro region. The best per-
forming metro on this indicator was 25.2% in the 
Albany metro. Houston ranks 51th in the country 
on this indicator.
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4.4.2  SDG2: Zero Hunger

SDG2 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Food insecurity % 100 7.9 20.6 13.4 16.3
Pop obese % 100 19.1 34.4 27.9 26.9

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Food insecurity 2014 data. Population obese 2013 data

The target for the percentage of the population to 
be food insecure is set at 0. The best performing 
metro was the Washington DC metro with 8% in 
2014. The Houston metro value was 16.3%. The 
performance in Houston needs to be strength-
ened to reduce the number of food-insecure peo-
ple. Houston ranks 92nd in the country on this 
indicator.

The target for the percentage of people with 
obesity is set at 2.8% based on the Global SDG 

Index. Obesity is here defined as having a body 
mass index (BMI) of 30 or higher. The Houston 
metro score on this indicator was 26.9%. 
Although this value is lower than the average 
metro value of 27.9%, it is still much higher than 
the projected target of 2.8% by 2030. The metro 
with the best performance in 2013 was San 
Diego. Houston ranks 37th in the country on this 
indicator.

4.4.3  SDG3: Good Health and Well-Being

SDG3 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Infant mortality 1/1000 93 3.4 12.1 6.0 5.4
Low birth weight % 93 5.5 11.2 8.0 8.6
STDs 1/100000 99 195.8 1051.4 624.0 655.6
Diabetes 1/1000 100 55.9 143.0 98.2 87.8
Heart attack deaths 1/100000 100 59.1 257.8 166.9 169.7
Traffic accident deaths 1/100000 100 5.1 17.8 10.1 11.5
Health insurance % 100 67.1 96.6 89.1 80.1
Primary care physicians 1/100000 100 43.9 115.7 78.6 59.9

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Infant mortality 2015 data. Low birth Weight 2016 data. STDs 2015 data. Diabetes 2013 
data. Heart attack deaths 2015 data. Traffic deaths 2008–2014 data. Health Insurance 2016 data. PCPs 2015 data

The number of infant deaths per 1000 live births 
is the metric used to define the indicator infant 
mortality. The global target is set at 2.8, which is 
based on the average of the top 5 OECD coun-
tries. The best performing metro in the county 
was San Jose with 3.4%. Houston scored 5.4% 
on this indicator. This is higher than the average 
for the country but below the target set for 2030. 
Houston ranks 39th in the country on this 
indicator.

The percent of infants born with a low birth 
weight is defined as those born weighing less 
than 2500 grams. The target is set at 4.3%, which 
is based on the average of the top 5 OECD coun-
tries on this measure. In the USA, the Oxnard 
metro in California was the best performing 
metro on this measure with 5.5%. In the Houston 
metro, 8.6% of every 1000 births are low birth 
weight. This is an area that we need to strengthen 
in our region. The average among the 100 metros 
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in this study was 8% of all babies. Houston ranks 
67th in the country on this indicator.

The STD rate is tracked at the number of posi-
tive cases per 100,000 persons. STDs tracked for 
this measure are syphilis, chlamydia, and gonor-
rhea cases. The Houston rate was 656 positive 
persons out of every 100,000  in 2015. This is 
higher than the national average of 624/100,000 
persons. It is also significantly higher than the 
global target of 262/100,000 persons. The best 
performing metro on this indicator was the Provo 
metro in Utah, with a rate of 196 positive STD 
cases out of every 100,000 persons. Houston 
ranks 58th in the country on this indicator.

The diabetes measure is an aggregate of all 
types of diabetes cases per every 1000 people. 
The 2030 target is set at 65 persons. In the 
Houston metro, 88 people out of every 1000 have 
some form of diabetes. This is below the national 
average of 98/1000 but higher than the 2030 tar-
get. The best performing metro was the Provo 
metro in Utah, with 56 people out of every 1000 
with some form of diabetes. Houston ranks 23th 
in the country on this indicator.

Heart attack deaths are measured by the num-
ber of deaths for people over the age of 35 per 
100,000 people. In the Houston metro, approxi-
mately 170 people out of every 100,000 died of 
heart attacks in 2015. This is higher than the 2030 
target of 31 and higher than the national average 
of 167 persons. The metro with the best perfor-

mance on this indicator was the Cape Coral metro 
in Florida, with 59 deaths per every 100,000 peo-
ple. Houston ranks 49th in the country on this 
indicator.

The 2030 target for traffic accident deaths is 3 
persons per every 100,000 persons. The Houston 
metro had 11.5 deaths for every 100,000. The 
average for the country was 10 for every 100,000. 
The best performing metro in this area was the 
Boston metro, with 5 deaths out of every 100,000 
persons. Houston ranks 67th in the country on 
this indicator.

The percentage of persons with health insur-
ance in the Houston metro was 80% in 2016. This 
is lower than the national average of 89% and 
below the 2030 target of 100%. The highest per-
forming metros in the country were Boston, 
Springfield, and Worcester all in Massachusetts, 
with approximately 97% of persons with health 
insurance. Houston ranks 97th in the country on 
this indicator.

The number of primary care physicians 
(PCPs) per every 100,000 persons was approxi-
mately 60% in the Houston metro in 2015. The 
Houston metro has the largest medical center in 
the world. The average for the country was 
approximately 79%, and the highest performing 
metro was San Francisco, with approximately 
116 PCPs per every 100,000 people. This number 
surpasses the global 2030 target of 110. Houston 
ranks 89th in the country on this indicator.

4.4.4  SDG4: Quality Education

SDG4 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
School enrollment % 100 89.7 96.2 94.1 94.3
Population without high school 
degree

% 100 5.2 36.7 12.1 17.6

School enrollment 3–4 years % 100 31.2 70.5 47.3 43.8
Degree undergraduate % 100 15.7 49.4 31.5 31.3

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). School enrollment 2016 data. Population without high school degree 2016 data. School 
enrollment 3–4 years of age 2016 data. Undergraduate degree 2016 data
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Higher levels of education directly produce 
healthier behaviors and better jobs and income 
outcomes (Sanborn 2012). Education attainment 
is critical to economic, civil, and personal health 
viability. School enrollment (5–19  years) was 
94.3% for the Houston metro in 2016. This is 
slightly above the national average of 94.1% but 
below the aspirational 2030 target of 100%. The 
San Jose and San Francisco metros in California 
and the Madison, Wisconsin metro all tied for the 
highest score on this indicator with 96% of 
5–19-year-olds enrolled in school. Houston ranks 
40th in the country on this indicator.

High school dropouts in the Houston metro 
were 17.6% in 2016. This is above the national 
average of 12.1% and above the 2030 SDG target 
of universal secondary education (0% dropouts). 
The Madison, Wisconsin metro had the lowest 
score on this indicator with a high school dropout 

rate of 5.2%. Houston ranks 92nd in the country 
on this indicator.

Preschool enrollment was 43.8% in Houston 
in 2016. This is below the national average of 
47.3% and below the aspirational 2030 SDG tar-
get of 100% preschool enrollment. The 
Bridgeport, Connecticut metro had the highest 
preschool enrollment with 70.5 kids aged 3–4 in 
school. Houston ranks 63rd in the country on this 
indicator.

The Houston metro had 31.3 persons with 
undergraduate degrees or higher in 2016. This is 
very slightly below the national average of 31.5% 
and below the 2030 SDG target of 48.7%. The 
metro with the highest undergraduate degree rate 
or higher was the Washington DC metro, with 
49.4%, which is higher that the global target for 
2030 of 48.7%. Houston ranks 47th in the coun-
try on this indicator.

4.4.5  SDG5: Gender Equality

SDG5 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Earnings gap % 100 16.1 56.0 28.1 27.8
Rapes 1/100000 94 7.2 123.8 42.7 39.9
Women businesses % 100 29.9 46.3 36.2 39.3

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Earnings gap 2016 data. Rapes 2016 data. Women owned businesses 2012 data

The gender wage gap is defined as the percentage 
difference between the median wage of men and 
women. The Houston metro had a 27.8% wage 
gap in 2016. This is a better performance than the 
national average of 28.1%. The aspirational 2030 
target is set at a 0% wage gap. The Las Vegas, 
Nevada metro had the best performance in the 
country in 2016 with a 16.1% wage gap. Houston 
ranks 54th in the country on this indicator.

The reported rapes per 100,000 women was 
39.9  in 2016. This is a lower number than the 
national average of 42.7. The best performing 

metro on this indicator was Kansas City with 7.2 
rapes per every 100,000 people. Houston ranks 
50th in the country on this indicator.

The percentage of women-owned businesses 
in the Houston metro was 39.3% in 2012. This is 
above the national average of 36.2%. The 
Memphis metro had the highest percentage of 
women-owned businesses with 46.3%. The aspi-
rational 2030 target is 50% of all businesses to be 
owned by women. Houston ranks 15th in the 
country on this indicator.
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4.4.6  SDG6: Clean Water and Sanitation

SDG6 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Deficit water stress Index 98 0.0 79.9 6.5 8.1

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Deficit Water Stress Index 2009 data

The Water Stress Index value for the Houston 
metro was 8.1  in 2009. This index follows the 
amount of average annual rainfall needed to 
remove water stress from an area. Houston does 
not perform as well as the average metro in the 
country which has a stress index of only 6.5. The 

best performing metros for the country were 
Manchester, New Hampshire; Palm Bay, Florida; 
Charleston, South Carolina; and Seattle, 
Washington, each with a water stress index of 0. 
Houston ranks 75th in the country on this 
indicator.

4.4.7  SDG7: Affordable and Clean Energy

SDG7 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Low carbon energy 
generated

% 100 3.8 85.9 35.1 22.8

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Low carbon energy generated 2016 data

The Houston metro reported a 22.8% generated 
energy from low carbon sources in 2016. Low 
carbon is defined here as wind, solar, geothermal, 
biomass, hydroelectric, and nuclear. This was 
below the national average of 35.1%. The 2030 

SDG target for low carbon energy generated is 
78.7%. The Seattle and Spokane metros both 
exceed the 2030 target with an 85.9% low carbon 
generated energy mix. Houston ranks 65th in the 
country on this indicator.

4.4.8  SDG8: Decent Work and Economic Growth

SDG8 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
GDP growth % 100 −0.7 6.6 2.0 2.9
Jobs STEM % 100 5.9 22.1 11.9 11.9
Unemployment % 100 2.3 9.3 4.3 5.1
Disconnected youth not 
working

% 94 7.7 21.6 13.5 14.2

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). GDP Growth 2011–2016 data. Stem Jobs 2016 data. Unemployment 2017 data. Disconnected 
youth 2015 data
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The size of the workforce is often seen as a good 
economic indicator because it points to the 
human resource capacity of the area to drive the 
economy (Kotkin, 2007). Disagreements how-
ever have surfaced over whether emphasis should 
be placed on primarily developing the profes-
sional class of workers or the service workers as 
key engines to economic success in the twenty- 
first century (Florida, 2002; Kotkin, 2007). SDG8 
does well to focus on growth of STEM jobs as an 
indicator of quality employment. Environmental 
considerations should be considered as well as to 
whether these companies produce a lot of waste 
or pollution or whether they are more environ-
mentally responsible companies (Wooster 2013).

GDP growth for the Houston metro was 2.9% 
in 2016. This was higher than the national aver-
age. The San Jose metro had the highest GDP 
growth rate of 6.6%. This was higher than the 
2030 SDG target which is 5.8%. Houston ranks 
23rd in the country on this indicator.

The percentage of STEM jobs for Houston 
was equal to the national average of 11.9%. 

STEM jobs are jobs in computers, science, engi-
neering, healthcare, and technical occupations. 
The top performing metro in the country San Jose 
had 22.1% of jobs in STEM fields. Houston ranks 
66th in the country on this indicator.

The unemployment rate for the Houston metro 
was 5.1% in 2017. This is higher than the national 
average of 4.3% and higher than the 2030 SDG 
target of 3.7%. The top performing metro in the 
country Urban Honolulu had a 2.3% unemploy-
ment rate. Houston ranks 85th in the country on 
this indicator.

The percentage of youth (ages 16–24) who are 
not in education, employment, or training 
(NEET) is considered the metric for disconnected 
youth. In the Houston metro, 14.2% of youth are 
in the NEET category. This is higher than the 
national average of 13.5% and higher than the 
2030 SDG target of 8.3%. The metro with the 
lowest NEET rate was Omaha, with 7.7%. 
Houston ranks 56th in the country on this 
indicator.

4.4.9  SDG9: Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure

SDG9 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Utility patent grants 1/1000 100 0.3 53.3 4.6 4.3
Broadband % 100 64.6 90.8 82.6 83.3

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Patent applications 2012–2015 data. Broadband connection 2016 data

The number of utility patent applications per 
1000 workers in the Houston metro was 4.3  in 
2015. This was below the national average of 4.6. 
The highest number of patent applications in the 
nation came out of San Jose, with 53.3 patent 
applications in 2015. The SDG 2030 goal is 22.8. 
Houston ranks 29th in the country on this 
indicator.

The Houston metro is ahead of the national 
average on broadband connectivity with 83.3% 
of households having access to a broadband con-
nection. The average in the nation is 82.6% of 
households. The leading metros, San Jose, 
California and Colorado Springs, Colorado, had 
91% of households connected to a broadband 
network. Houston ranks 63rd in the country on 
this indicator.
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4.4.10  SDG10: Reduced Inequalities

SDG10 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Gini coefficient Index 100 0.39 0.54 0.5 0.5
Racial segregation Index 97 21.9 81.5 55.1 61.4
Upward mobility Index 100 33.7 49.2 40.9 42.9

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Gini Coefficient 2016 data. Racial Segregation 2010 data. Upward mobility 2016 data

The Gini coefficient index measure for the 
Houston metro was 0.5  in 2016. This is a mea-
sure for the distribution of income inequality. 
The range among US metros was 0.39 in Ogden, 
Utah, which was the best performing metro, to 
0.54  in the Bridgeport, Connecticut metro. The 
global SDG index target is 0.25 by 2030, which 
suggests that all metros still have the challenge of 
bringing the gap between income disparities in 
the USA. Houston ranks 90th in the country on 
this indicator.

The racial segregation index measures the 
degree to which African-Americans are distrib-

uted differently to which Caucasians across geo-
graphic census tracts. The best performing metro 
on this measure was Provo, Utah, with an index 
score of 21.9. The average segregation measure 
across all measures was 55.1 and the Houston 
metro scored 61.4. Houston ranks 63rd in the 
country on this indicator.

The upward mobility index average across all 
US metros was 40.9. The top performing metro 
was 49.2  in Provo, Utah. The Houston metro 
score was 42.9, which is higher than the national 
average of 40.9. Houston ranks 27th in the coun-
try on this indicator.

4.4.11  SDG11: Sustainable Cities and Communities

SDG11 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Housing 
affordability

$ 100 2.3 7.9 3.6 2.6

Pop 
overcrowded 
housing

% 100 0.7 12.8 3.1 5

Sustainable 
transportation

% 100 1.4 37.6 6.0 4

Sprawl index Index 100 1.4 37.6 6.0 4

Access to parks % 100 8.0 81.5 41.8 26

PM 2.5 average Micrograms 
per cubic 
meter

99 6.5 14.8 10.0 11.7

Ozone levels ppm 81 0.048 0.106 0.071 0.077

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Housing affordability 2016 data. Overcrowded housing 2016 data. Sustainable transporta-
tion 2016 data. Sprawl index 2010 data. Access to parks 2015 data. PM2.5 2015 data. Ozone levels 2016 data
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As populations increase, there is a current prac-
tice to spend more on highways for transportation 
efficiency. However, autos emit large CO levels 
and ozone precursors (VOCs and NOx) during 
fuel combustion, and there is also evaporation 
during operation and resting (EPA 2001; TRB 
1995). Since there is a direct link between land 
use and transportation and vehicle exhaust pro-
duces precursors for ozone, therefore local land 
use plans should reduce transportation depen-
dence to support efforts to lower ozone levels 
(SGN 2002). The challenge for municipalities is 
reducing air pollution and unhealthy days while 
reducing traffic congestion concurrently.

Housing affordability is measured here as the 
median property value divided by the median 
household income in the metro area. The best 
performing metro in the country was the McAllen, 
Texas metro, which scored 2.3 on this measure. 
The Houston metro scored 2.6 which was better 
than the national average of 3.6. The 2030 SDG 
target is set at 2.4, which means Houston is rela-
tively close to meeting this goal. Houston ranks 
13th in the country on this indicator.

The percentage of the population living in 
overcrowded housing was 5% in the Houston 
metro, which was higher than the national aver-
age of 3.1. Akron, Ohio was the best performing 
metro with only 0.7% of the population living in 
overcrowded housing. Houston ranks 86th in the 
country on this indicator.

The percentage of workers using sustainable 
transportation to get to work (transit, bicycles, 
walking) was 4% in the Houston metro. The best 
performing metro in the country was the 
New  York metro area, with 37.6% of workers 
using sustainable transportation to get to work. 
The 2030 target is 22.7% of the population using 
sustainable transportation. Houston ranks 58th in 
the country on this indicator.

The sprawl index is a composite of measures 
including residential and employment density; 

neighborhood mix of homes, jobs, and services; 
strength of activity centers and downtowns; and 
accessibility of the street network. The range 
among US metros was from the lowest perform-
ing Jackson, Mississippi metro with a 1.4 score 
on the index to the highest performer New York 
metro with a 37.6 score on the index. The average 
among US metros was 6 and Houston is behind 
the average with a score of only 4 on the sprawl 
index. Houston ranks 58th in the country on this 
indicator.

Parks access is measured by the percentage of 
people living within 15 min from a public park. 
The average in the country among US metros was 
41.8%. The top performing metro was San 
Francisco, with 81.5% of the population living 
within 15 min to a public park. In the Houston 
metro, 26% of the population live within 15 min 
to a public park. The 2030 target is to have 76.5% 
of the population living within 15 min to a public 
park. Houston ranks 79th in the country on this 
indicator.

The particulate matter (2.5) concentration in 
the Houston metro was averaged at 11.7 in 2015. 
The range in the USA was from the best perform-
ing metro Palm Bay, Florida, with a PM2.5 con-
centration of 6.5, to the worst performing metro 
Riverside, California, with a PM2.5 concentra-
tion of 14.8. The 2030 target for this indicator is 
to reduce PM2.5 concentrations to 6.3  μg/m3. 
Houston ranks 85th in the country on this 
indicator.

The ozone level reported for the Houston 
metro was 0.077 ppm in 2016. Houston is slightly 
higher than the national average of 0.071  ppm. 
The best performing metro was Urban Honolulu, 
which had a reading of 0.048 ppm. The 2030 goal 
is to reduce ozone concentrations to 0.05  ppm, 
which is a standard recommended by the World 
Health Organization (WHO). Houston ranks 84th 
in the country on this indicator.
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4.4.12  SDG12: Responsible Consumption and Production

SDG12 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Toxic 
releases

lbs per square mile 100 3.5 33,728.9 1432.9 9601.7

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Toxic releases 2016 data

Toxic industrial waste released into the air, water, 
or land was used as the metric for this indicator. 
The Houston metro reported 9601.7 lbs per 
square mile of toxic releases. This was higher 
than the national average among metros of 1432.9 

lbs/sqml. The best performing metro was 
McAllen, Texas which reported only 3.5lbs/sqml 
of toxic releases. Houston ranks 97th in the 
nation on this measure. The global 2030 target is 
to reach 13.4lbs/sqml of toxic releases.

4.4.13  SDG13: Climate Action

SDG13 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Household carbon 
footprint

TCO2e per capita 100 12.4 51.4 22.9 33.7

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Household carbon footprint 2013

The Houston metro’s reported total carbon emis-
sions per capita was 33.7  in 2013. The average 
among metros in the nation was below Houston 
at 22.9. The best performing metro was Akron, 

Ohio with a reported 12.4 carbon emissions 
equivalents per capita. Houston ranks 89th in the 
nation on this measure. The 2030 target is to 
reduce carbon emissions per capita to 1.7.

4.4.14  SDG15: Life on Land

SDG15 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Open space sq-meters per capita 87 14.9 226.0 84.5 NC
Brownfield and 
Superfunds

Sites per square mile 100 0.0 0.5 0.1 0.04

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Open space 2016 data. EPA CleanUp sites 2018 data
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The Detroit, Michigan metro area leads the nation 
with 226 square meters of open space per person. 
The average among US metros with reported data 
was 84.5 square meters per person. The 2030 
SDG target is to reach 187 square meters of open 
space per person. There was no reported data for 
the Houston metro on this measure.

The average metro area in the USA has a 
reported 0.1 EPA Brownfield or Superfund Site 

per square mile. Three metro areas have no 
reported EPA Brownfields or Superfund Sites; 
those are Provo, Utah; Bakersfield, California; 
and Colorado Springs, Colorado. The Houston 
metro area has a reported 0.04 Brownfield or 
Superfund Site per square mile. Houston ranks 
49th in the nation on this measure. The 2030 tar-
get is to reduce this number to 0.004 sites per 
square mile.

4.4.15  SDG16: Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions

SDG16 Data N Minimum Maximum Mean Houston
Violent 
crimes

1/100000 92 8.5 1262.3 425.3 578.2

Firearms 
deaths

1/100000 100 2.1 25.6 10.3 11.6

Source: (Espey et al. 2018). Violent crimes 2016 data. Firearm deaths 2014 data

The average number of violent crimes per 
100,000 people in the USA was 425.3  in 2016. 
The Houston metro reported 578.2 violent 
crimes, which was above the national average. 
The best performing metro was Youngstown, 
Ohio which reported only 8.5 violent crimes for 
every 100,000 persons. Houston ranks 75th in the 
nation on this measure. The 2030 target is to 
reduce the number of violent crimes per 100,000 
persons to 71.3.

The average number of deaths by firearms per 
100,000 people was reported at 10.3 in 2014. The 
Houston metro area reported only slightly higher 
than this number with 11.6. The best performing 
metro area in the country was Urban Honolulu 
with 2 deaths per every 100,000 persons. On the 
mainland, the Boston, Massachusetts metro 
reported the next lowest number of 3.56 deaths 
per every 100,000 people caused by firearms. 
Houston ranks 66th in the nation on this metric. 
The 2030 SDG target is set at 3.5 deaths for every 
100,000 people.

4.5  Conclusion

To develop solutions for living and managing a 
sprawl region, we should actually revisit the 
quandary, which propelled George Mitchell to 
convene sustainability leaders in Houston back in 
1974. The quandary was the question of growth 
vs development. Herman Daly suggested that an 
economy based on endless growth in physical 
production was impossible, because the world is 
finite, and therefore a steady state is a physical 
necessity. To attain the proposed state of econ-
omy, Daly suggested his concept of a steady-state 
economy based on qualitative but not quantita-
tive growth, taking into consideration four impor-
tant questions: (1) At what levels should the 
stocks of wealth and people be maintained con-
stant? (2) What is the optimal level of mainte-
nance throughput for a given level of stocks? (3) 
What is the optimal time horizon or accounting 
period which population and wealth are required 
to be constant? (4) What is the optimal rate of 
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transition from the growing economy to the 
steady state? To achieve “optimum rates,” he pro-
posed a “zero growth” scenario and also sug-
gested to control the right to have children in 
order to address the population problem and the 
control of the consumption of different resources. 
He recommended a system where the govern-
ment would basically auction off the right to con-
sume basic resources, and the time aloud to be 
consumed would decrease over time, having in 
place market mechanisms such as higher prices, 
conservation, better tech, substitutions, etc. as a 
way to limit the consumption (Daly 1973). 
Mitchell was inspired by Daly’s ideas but was 
inspired to host the conferences to engage leaders 
in discussing and developing alternative solu-
tions since he was philosophically opposed to the 
“No-Growth” scenario, which Daly presented. 
For Mitchell it was more of a question of how to 
grow, rather than limiting growth (Schmandt 
2010).

Mitchell spent a great deal of money and 
resources to address this issue of growth vs devel-
opment. Based on the performance of the 
Houston region, the dilemma is still very acute 
and its adverse effects are growing larger. Our 
research team will engage regional business lead-
ers to further Daly’s concerns complemented by 
Mitchell’s interest to develop solutions and inter-
ventions to address the question, “How can we 
grow sustainably in a sprawling region?”

We end this chapter with a few takeaway 
points from Houston’s performance in compari-
son to the 100 largest metros in the country:

• SDG1 No Poverty, SDG4 Quality Education, 
SDG 8 Decent Work and Economic Growth – 
With a poverty rate above the national mean, 
we have to address the determinants of low 
economic contribution and poverty. Education 
is a major determinant to these areas. 
Professional organizations such as American 
Leadership Forum are organizing members to 
develop interventions for the wicked problem 
of education in Houston. As the state takes 
over the school district starting in 2020, the 

business community should support efforts by 
intervening to ensure student outcomes sup-
port industrial needs in the region.

• SDG3 Good Health and Well-Being  – Heart 
attacks, diabetes,3 traffic accidents, and access 
to physicians can also be correlated with 
effects of living in a sprawl city. These areas 
will all need public intervention to improve 
our regional performance. Lack of health 
insurance is both a national- and state-level 
political issue, which may correlate strongly 
with health issues such as infant mortality, low 
birth weight, and STDs.

• SDG6 Water Stress – The City of Houston is a 
regional water provider, which is good for the 
residents within the City of Houston; however 
it can become burdensome on city administra-
tion unless appropriate monies are charged to 
support the operations of this resource.

• SDG7 Affordable and Clean Energy – This is 
another area in which business needs support 
from local government to incentivize clean 
energy sources. Incentives may be in the form 
of loans or grants for solar panel installation 
or loans to incentivize business to develop 
more clean energy sources.

• SDG10 Reduced Inequalities; SDG16 Peace, 
Justice, and Strong Institutions – As our region 
grows in terms of the Hispanic ethnicity, we 
must develop interventions to ensure wicked 
inequalities do not reduce our economic suc-
cess or our quality of life in general. We need 
to do more to ensure that all historic minori-
ties have adequate opportunities based on 
their needs to be able to develop without 
prejudice.

• SDG11 Sustainable Cities and Communities, 
SDG12 Responsible Consumption and 
Production, SDG13 Climate Action, SDG15 
Life on Land  – As a result of its large land 
area, the Houston region has to develop poli-
cies and interventions to deal with the effects 

3 Diabetes may develop from eating the wrong types of 
foods since access to fresh fruits and vegetables are lim-
ited in a sprawl city.
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of sprawl. These issues include transportation 
efficiency, air pollution, and health and well-
being impacts to commuters. Houston area 
governments and business stakeholders have 
to address fragmented governance for subre-
gions which share common industry such as 
the Port of Houston and the Texas Medical 
Center. Fragmented governance also needs to 
be addressed not only for geographic subre-
gions but for regional issues such as flood 
management and food access. In the flood 
management area, there needs to be more for-
malized collaboration between the City of 
Houston, Harris County, and Montgomery 
County. These are the three major jurisdic-
tions within the San Jacinto Watershed, which 
is the geographic determinant of flood hazard 
in the region. As in the case of the Port of 
Houston, one solution may be for the state to 
create a regional body of commissioners and 
conduct periodic reviews of the governing 
body. In the case of food access, governance 
in the region needs to adopt a more formalized 
role to ensure accessibility. Public-private 
partnerships to support locating supermarkets 
in places, which market determinants alone 
cannot support, are absolutely necessary to 
improve food access. One major effect from 
sprawl is that businesses which depend on 
density thresholds, such as supermarkets, will 
always need support to locate across the 
sprawl city.
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Making the SDGs Relevant 
for Cities: Using the Community 
Capital Tool in British Columbia

Maria Spiliotopoulou and Mark Roseland

5.1  Introduction

The scientific evidence on the Earth’s deteriorat-
ing condition – and the urgency to respond with 
effective action – has been mounting for decades. 
The increased frequency of extreme phenomena; 
the persistent poverty, increasing social and eco-
nomic inequality, and inaccessibility to basic pro-
visions; the decline of ecosystem services; and 
the unprecedented species extinction are some of 
the signs that the Earth may soon not be able to 
sustain the growth of human population and eco-
nomic activity while maintaining systemic plan-
etary well-being (Daly 2005; Steffen et al. 2011).

From the 1987 UN World Commission on 
Environment and Development report “Our 
Common Future” (Brundtland) to the 1992 UN 
Conference on Environment and Development in 
Rio, then the 2002 Johannesburg World Summit 
on Sustainable Development, followed by the 
2012 Rio+20 Earth Summit, then the 2015 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the 2015 
Paris Climate Accord, and most recently the 2017 
New Urban Agenda, the message has been loud 
and clear: the world needs to be on a more sustain-

able pathway, quickly, if we are to have any hope 
of a sustainable future. Yet effective action, as well 
as political will, has been elusive. One reason for 
this is because these global challenges must be 
addressed at national and local levels.

In this chapter, we present our case studies 
with two municipalities in British Columbia, 
Canada, where we applied modified versions of 
the Community Capital Tool (or CCT, detailed 
below) and conducted a complex matching and 
mapping exercise to show the relationship 
between the SDGs, the CCT, and local goals in 
the municipalities. We also discuss the challenges 
and opportunities we identified with regard to 
achieving local sustainability goals and contrib-
uting to Canada’s commitments toward the UN 
Global Goals.

5.1.1  Sustainable Development 
Globally

The 1987 Brundtland Commission report noted 
the interconnectedness between human activity 
and environmental degradation: 26% of the 
world’s population, living in developed countries, 
consumed 80–86% of nonrenewable resources 
and 34–53% of food products (WCED 1987). 
The increased frequency of extreme phenomena 
and the persistent social and ecological issues 
such as poverty and decline of ecosystem ser-
vices have led a growing number of scholars to 
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refer to the modern period as “the Anthropocene.” 
This is defined as the era marked by the detri-
mental impact of human activity on the planet 
(Steffen et  al. 2011). We no longer live in an 
“empty world” (empty of us and our waste), but 
rather in a “full” one (Daly 2005), with signifi-
cant implications and repercussions for current 
and future generations.

The necessity for limits to growth, initially 
expressed in the 1970s, is now strongly supported 
by up-to-date research on planetary boundaries 
that have been exceeded, such as genetic diver-
sity and climate change (Steffen et  al. 2015; 
Hamstead and Quinn 2005; Meadows et  al. 
1992). Current generations now have both the 
knowledge and the responsibility to lead human-
ity away from putting further pressure on the 
planet and toward a safer and more sustainable 
future (Rockström 2009; Steffen et al. 2011).

In this spirit, in 2000, the UN Member States 
adopted the Millennium Declaration aspiring to 
eradicate extreme poverty and reduce inequali-
ties, with a particular focus on developing coun-
tries; the Global North would mostly contribute 
to development aid and financing. The 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were 
composed of 8 goals, 21 targets, and 60 indica-
tors and encouraged action by a broad range of 
stakeholders in an effort to address the multidi-
mensional issue of extreme poverty by 2015.

Several of the goals were achieved in the 
15-year period in the developing world, with 
notable decreases in extreme poverty, child and 
maternal mortality, and disease rates and rising 
rates of primary school enrollment and of life 
expectancy (United Nations 2015c). Severe prob-
lems however persisted in areas such as sub- 
Saharan Africa and South Asia, because of the 
extensive slums and limited access to freshwater, 
sanitation, and medicines. The MDGs were gen-
erally criticized as vague, disconnected from a 
whole-system view, difficult to measure (partly 
due to data insufficiency), and potentially caus-
ing further inequality in urban areas (Harcourt 
2005; Meth 2013).

Building partly on the achievements of the 
MDGs but mainly acknowledging the continuing 
struggles in social, economic, and ecological sys-

tems around the world, the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) were unanimously 
and ceremoniously approved by the UN Member 
States in September 2015 (United Nations 
2015b). The UN 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which includes the 17 Global 
Goals (SDGs) and 169 concrete targets, is a sig-
nificant step forward and a turning point for 
global sustainability.

Despite the long consultation and negotiation 
process (more than 3 years), the initial promoters 
of an inclusive agenda (Colombia, Guatemala, 
Peru, and United Arab Emirates) achieved their 
objective: that the SDGs address sustainable 
development and not simply development (often 
confused with growth) like their predecessors, 
the MDGs (Dodds et  al. 2017). The new goals 
offer a more integrated vision and plan for this 
millennium: they apply to both developed and 
developing nations; and they are grounded in a 
holistic, systemic view of sustainability 
(Woodbridge 2015). The acknowledgment that 
the principal global challenges, this century (eco-
logical integrity, social equity and cohesion, and 
economic prosperity), need to be addressed in a 
holistic way is also reflected in the 2015 UN 
Climate Change agreement (United Nations 
2015a) and in the UN New Urban Agenda (United 
Nations 2017).

Achieving the 17 SDGs with their 169 targets 
and numerous associated indicators is a complex 
undertaking that must be addressed at numerous 
scales from global to local. In response, we have 
framed our research to focus on the full set of 
SDGs at the local scale as a way to address, mon-
itor, and achieve the SDGs nationally and 
globally.

5.2  Developing and Monitoring 
Sustainable Communities

Since the negotiations stage, people and organi-
zations involved in the SDGs development pro-
cess stressed the importance of localizing the 
global goals (Dodds et al. 2017). The success of 
the SDGs is conditional on creating and imple-
menting successful, monitorable, and  transferable 
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sustainability policies and practices in communi-
ties. We posit that a predominantly bottom- up or 
“community-up” approach is crucial for the 
SDGs to gain wide traction, engage citizens and 
other stakeholders, and ultimately succeed in 
turning sustainability into the new modus ope-
randi globally, within this century.

5.2.1  Developing Sustainable 
Communities

Our research is situated in the field of sustainable 
development in local communities, with particu-
lar focus on urban areas, which are projected to 
be home to at least 68% of the world’s population 
by 2050 (UN DESA 2018). For our research pur-
poses, a community refers to “a group of people 
bound by geography and with a shared destiny, 
such as a municipality or a town,” and is consid-
ered as a complex, adaptive, and interconnected 
system requiring interdisciplinary study (Uphoff 
2014; Roseland 2012). An urban area is “a human 
settlement characterized – ecologically, econom-
ically, politically and culturally – by a significant 
infrastructural base; a high density of population, 
whether it be as denizens, working people, or 
transitory visitors; and what is perceived to be a 
large proportion of constructed surface area rela-
tive to the rest of the region” (James 2015).

Cities occupy 3–4% of the world’s land sur-
face, use ~80% of resources, and discharge most 
global waste while being increasingly vulnerable 
to climate change and health challenges linked to 
high economic and environmental costs (Kanuri 
et  al. 2016; (Girardet 2015). The latest global 
urbanization projections for 2050 and the accu-
mulation of challenges in cities prove the urgency 
of developing local solutions to global (or “glo-
cal”) issues. Cities have enormous productivity 
potential in terms not only of economic and labor 
productivity (diverse and inclusive economy, fos-
tering innovation) but also of social productivity 
(hubs of research, learning, and sharing) and eco-
logical productivity (ecological function regen-
eration and efficient use of resources) (Roseland 
and Spiliotopoulou 2017).

The full set of the SDGs is relevant to local 
communities even though the UN Global Agenda 
for 2030 includes a goal specifically for cities: 
goal 11 for inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustain-
able cities and human settlements (Kanie et  al. 
2014). Achieving long-term sustainability locally 
requires a focus on all goals, not just goal 11, in 
order for societal change through collaborative 
decision-making and community engagement to 
occur, as the principles of sustainable community 
development (SCD) so urge (Clarke 2012; 
Hermans et al. 2011). SCD is a holistic approach 
that integrates social, environmental, and eco-
nomic considerations into the dynamic processes 
toward community sustainability, while provid-
ing for current and future generations (Berke and 
Conroy 2000; Roseland 2012).

SD and SCD have been influenced by a num-
ber of theories and have matured over the last few 
decades in academic, professional, and popular 
discourse. While SCD may be a fairly new para-
digm for local development, it is rooted in such 
intellectual traditions of the previous two centu-
ries as social ecology, bioregionalism, native 
worldviews, ecological modernization, self- 
reliance, eco-localism, environmental justice, 
etc. (Roseland 2000; Roseland and Spiliotopoulou 
2016). More recently, SCD has embraced strong 
sustainability principles which acknowledge the 
Earth’s regenerative limits and the need for socio- 
ecological and economic resilience “across tem-
poral and spatial scales” (Meerow et  al. 2016; 
Daly 2005; Rockström et al. 2009).

Under the strong sustainability model, social 
and ecological considerations are increasingly 
being included in community analysis and policy- 
making through collaborative and systemic pro-
cesses. Several parallels can thus be drawn 
between this comprehensive paradigm for local 
development and the UN 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. These include the 
long-term and whole-systems perspective, the 
recognition of the dynamic nature of socio- 
ecological systems, and the potential to reveal 
opportunities for synergies and indirect positive 
impact among the various dimensions and goals 
for sustainability.
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5.2.2  Monitoring Sustainable 
Communities

In pursuit of the balanced and integrated approach 
that SCD and the SDGs advocate, communities 
are challenged by the difficulties of addressing 
multiple objectives and monitoring their progress 
while setting priorities at a higher level of 
decision- making. They face the complexity of 
sustainability goal setting and the challenge of 
navigating the variety of local agendas grounded 
in diverse theoretical backgrounds or stakeholder 
interests (Roseland and Spiliotopoulou 2017). 
They also need to meaningfully engage citizens 
in a broad range of decision-making processes 
and collect data efficiently and consistently to 
allow for effective progress monitoring and 
assessment (Caprotti et  al. 2017; Moreno Pires 
et al. 2017).

One way to address these challenges is by 
adopting sustainability planning and assessment 
frameworks and tools that inform and mobilize 
citizens and their governments. The assessment 
of plans through sustainability frameworks is 
considered an effective tool that follows imple-
mentation in order to gauge success and measure 
performance in ecological, social, and economic 
terms (Roseland 2012). Despite the abundance of 
tools and agendas, not all of them promote a 
whole-systems approach or assist in concrete 
implementation and effective monitoring (Joss 
et  al. 2015). Successful SCD monitoring and 
assessment entails tackling issues such as stake-
holder engagement, place-specific context, politi-
cal credibility, and adoption of a shared and 
practical vision.

The research foundation of the pilot projects 
we present here is the Community Capital 
Framework (CCF). Its purpose is to support 
decision- making not only as a planning toolkit 
but also as a performance and progress assess-
ment instrument. The CCF has been designed 
with a systems thinking perspective: each form of 
community capital is a subsystem of the larger 
whole community system. Since the early 2000s, 
we have used the CCF in various communities 
(big, small, rural, urban, developed, developing) 
around the world with success (e.g., in North 
America, Latin America, and Eastern Europe).

Built upon the CCF, the Community Capital 
Tool (CCT) is an SCD monitoring and assess-
ment tool and the product of collaboration 
between the Centre for Sustainable Development 
at Simon Fraser University in Canada and Telos, 
the Brabant Center for Sustainable Development, 
Tilburg University, Netherlands (Roseland 2012). 
In this context, the term “community capital” 
includes natural, physical, economic, human, 
social, and cultural forms of capital (see also 
Fig. 5.1) (Roseland 2012):

 1. Natural Capital: Living within ecological lim-
its, conserving and enhancing natural resources, 
using them sustainably, using cleaner produc-
tion methods, and minimizing waste

 2. Physical Capital: Community assets such as 
public facilities, water and sanitation provi-
sion, efficient transport, diverse housing, ade-
quate infrastructure, and telecommunications

 3. Economic Capital: Circulating money within 
a community, producing locally, trading 
fairly, and developing community financial 
institutions

 4. Human Capital: Focus on health (including 
food, shelter, and safety), education, family 
and community cohesion, and enhanced train-
ing and improved workplace dynamics

 5. Social Capital: Effective and representative 
local governance, participatory planning, 
access to information, capacity building, 
safety, and collaboration and partnerships

 6. Cultural Capital: Attention to traditions and 
values, heritage and place, the arts, diversity, 
and local history

The Tool’s six capitals are broken down into a 
set of smaller stocks (or categories) used to mea-
sure capital capacity and sustainability progress. 
These stocks are universal and were chosen based 
on their ability to accurately represent the health 
of each capital. Within each stock is a set of 
requirements that are adaptable to the local con-
text, needs, and priorities of the community or 
the context of the specific initiative being 
 measured. Lastly, the status of each requirement 
is “indicated” by one or more specific, measur-
able indicators. The CCT then shows the final 
results as graphics that report on the health of 
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each capital account and each of their constituent 
stocks.

Community leaders, planners, and citizens 
can use this information to compare the current 
sustainability status of their community with past 
results and potentially with other comparable 
communities. The CCT was designed based on 
strong sustainability principles that advocate for 
the preservation of adequate amounts of all natu-
ral assets while avoiding terminal damage to 
critical natural assets and consciously seeking to 
address key social issues. It focuses on 
community- specific issues in a way that recog-
nizes each community’s regional and global 
impact on the environment and on society at 
large. The CCT is intended to incorporate the 
democratic input of citizens in terms of values 
and priorities and provides planners and decision- 
makers with a tool that helps them ensure that 
these values and priorities are reflected in policy 
decisions (Roseland 2012).

In the case studies presented here, we also con-
sulted several other sustainability assessment 
frameworks. These frameworks contributed to our 

improved understanding of this field and played an 
important role in shaping the CCT for the two 
municipalities we worked with (see more details in 
the next section). These sustainability frameworks 
are (in no particular order) the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals, STAR Communities (recently 
merged with LEED for Cities), One Planet Living 
(or Eco Communities), ISO 37120, Community 
Foundations of Canada Vital Signs, Green City 
Index, Living Community Challenge, the EU 
Reference Framework for Sustainable Cities, 
LEED-ND and LEED for Cities, EcoDistricts, the 
International Eco-City Framework and Standards, 
and the City Resilience Index.

With regard to the SDGs in particular, we 
were able to demonstrate through our case stud-
ies that the CCT is very much aligned with the 
SDG framework. As we will explain in detail 
below, the CCT is structured in a similar way to 
the SDGs  – they both have three levels of 
forward- looking decision-making (goals, targets, 
and indicators) – and their indicators overlap by 
more than 50%.

Fig. 5.1 Community capital: a framework and tool for sustainable community development. (Adapted from: Roseland 
2012)
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5.3  Research Methodology 
and Context

In this research, we engaged a mixed-methods, 
information-oriented approach within case study 
research, integrating quantitative and qualitative 
data collection and analysis techniques and tools 
(van Kerkhoff 2014; Yin 2014). For reasons of 
funding1 and focus, we decided to work with two 
communities in the Lower Mainland of British 
Columbia: the City of Maple Ridge and the 
District of North Vancouver. Whereas some com-
munities may see the SDGs as either irrelevant to 
or in conflict with local priorities, we partnered 
with two cities that approached us2 and demon-
strated interest in participating in our research in 
order to enhance their sustainability planning and 
performance assessment processes, while explor-
ing common ground with the SDGs.

The main objective of this research was to 
help the two municipalities (Fig.  5.2) achieve 
their stated visions by providing them with a sus-
tainability assessment framework that would be 
relevant to their needs and values, while connect-
ing them to a broader context. The customized 
integrated framework would support city council, 
staff, citizens, and other community stakeholders 
in effectively identifying community needs, allo-
cating funds, implementing policies and pro-
grams, and measuring results, from a long-term 
perspective.

5.3.1  Case Studies Context: 
The District of North 
Vancouver (DNV)

As one of three municipalities on the North Shore 
of Metro Vancouver, the District of North 
Vancouver (DNV) shares key infrastructure 
(roads and utilities) and in some cases partners in 

1 Please refer to the end of this chapter for a disclosure 
statement regarding the funding for this project.
2 We were approached by and collaborated with the 
Community Planning Department in the District of North 
Vancouver and the Sustainability and Corporate Planning 
Department in the City of Maple Ridge.

the delivery of services (recreation and emer-
gency services). Its natural assets define the local 
lifestyle and values, and the industrial waterfront, 
a strategic national asset, provides significant 
business opportunities and local jobs. A growing 
community with two First Nations reserves, the 
District considers collaborative planning essen-
tial to the achievement of its long-term goals.

The DNV Official Community Plan (OCP),3 
titled “Identity 2030,” presents the DNV’s vision 
for an “inclusive and supportive community that 
celebrates its rich heritage and lives in harmony 
with nature” and that has a “network of well 
designed and livable centres” and “resilient and 
diverse” local businesses (District of North 
Vancouver 2011). Our project with the District 
was carried out in 2018 and aimed to help achieve 
this vision by adding to the monitoring and 
reporting work of the Community Planning 
Department and the Official Community Plan 
Implementation Monitoring Committee 2017–
2018. Our other objective, inspired by how cities 
like San Jose and Baltimore localized the SDGs, 
was to compare the District’s goals and indicators 
to the SDGs and their targets and indicators and 
to make recommendations on how to address 
gaps identified.

5.3.2  Case Studies Context: The City 
of Maple Ridge (CMR)

Located 45 kilometers east of Vancouver, Maple 
Ridge is a family-oriented community and one of 
the fastest growing cities in Metro Vancouver. It 
has a vibrant local economy and the most afford-
able industrial land and real estate in the region. 
It is committed to becoming a sustainable com-
munity by considering the environmental, social, 
and economic impacts of its actions for present 
and future generations. The City of Maple Ridge 

3 Under British Columbia’s Local Government Act, 
municipalities and regional districts are encouraged to 
develop an Official Community Plan (OCP) that provides 
a long-term vision for the community. An OCP is “a state-
ment of objectives and policies that guide decisions on 
municipal and regional district planning and land use 
management” (Province of British Columbia, n.d.).
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(CMR) Official Community Plan lays out the 
city’s long-term vision for a “vibrant and pros-
perous [community, with] a strong local econ-
omy, stable and special neighbourhoods, 
thoughtful development, a diversity of agricul-
ture, and respect for the built and natural environ-
ment” (City of Maple Ridge 2014).

As with our other case study, the main objec-
tive of the Maple Ridge project carried out in 
2017 was to help the City achieve this vision by 
assessing current sustainability and providing the 
City and its citizens with a customized sustain-
ability assessment framework. Although the City 
of Maple Ridge did not at the time explicitly 
express interest in aligning their goals with the 
SDGs or taking advantage of the SDG framework 
in a specific way, we nevertheless used the SDG 

framework in the project reported in this 
chapter.

5.3.3  Research Methodology

Within a mixed-methods approach, we started 
working on the case studies by examining the 
related literature and particularly exploring the 
current arena of sustainability frameworks, tools, 
and best practices. We reviewed a significant 
number of sustainability monitoring and assess-
ment frameworks worldwide as well as initiatives 
and best practices for planning and assessment in 
other communities in Canada and beyond. As 
mentioned above, the SDGs and other frame-
works and tools helped inform the adjustment of 

Fig. 5.2  The province of British Columbia and, in the inset, our two case study municipalities. (Images by TUBS/CC 
BY-SA 2.5 and by TastyCakes/CC BY 3.0)
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the Community Capital Tool for the two case 
studies.

We then studied the socioeconomic, environ-
mental, political, and cultural context in the City 
of Maple Ridge (CMR) and the District of North 
Vancouver (DNV) and collected some quantita-
tive data to evaluate the capacity of each city to 
source reliable and timely sustainability data and 
to establish an initial picture of their current sus-
tainability situation. This quantitative data was 
retrieved from various archival sources and was 
measured against specific set goals and targets 
found in policy and other community plans and 
documents. Sources included Statistics Canada, 
BC Stats (provincial statistics authority), BC 
Assessment (provincial authority for property 
assessment), BC Hydro (provincial electricity 
utility), local health authorities, and CMR or 
DNV databases.

In parallel, we conducted a complex SDG- 
CCT- Local Goals matching and mapping exer-
cise, modeled on the work done in San Jose, 
New  York, and Baltimore within the USA 
Sustainable Cities Initiative (USA-SCI), under 
the guidance of the Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network (SDSN) (Nixon 2016; 
Prakash et  al. 2017). As shown in Fig.  5.3, the 
mapping extended along three levels of decision- 
making within three frameworks: we compared 

the goals, targets, and indicators of the SDGs, the 
CCT, and the two case studies.4

For the SDG mapping task, we followed the 
first two steps of the process described by 
Ruckstuhl et  al. (2018) and the steps in Mesa 
et  al. (2019), although we conducted this work 
before these documents were made available. 
Step 1 was policy and target mapping and step 2 
was identifying appropriate metrics and data 
sources. Our overall objective was to assess exist-
ing policy goals and targets, identify gaps and 
needs, and offer customized policy and metrics 
recommendations that would help align local and 
global goals. It is this part of the research project 
that is presented in this chapter in detail.

We first studied the official community plans 
and other major policy and strategy documents to 
locate local goals and targets and identify core 
values and principles. To complete this first step, 
we compared local goals and targets with the 
SDGs and their targets and with the CCT capitals 
and stocks. We excluded SDG 17 on global part-
nerships as not applicable at the local level and 
context. We then compiled lists of existing sus-
tainability and other performance indicators in 
the two cities and compared them with the CCT 
and the SDG indicators.

In addition, we collected qualitative data 
through interviews, meetings, and workshops 
with key stakeholders in both municipalities. We 
engaged elected officials (councillors), appointed 
officials (city senior management and expert 
staff), and community members through the 
North Shore Community Foundation and the 
Maple Ridge Community Foundation.5

A series of meetings with key staff provided 
us with valuable perspectives on various aspects 
of localizing sustainability indicators; we met 
with departments such as Community Planning, 
Parks, Public Works, Economic Development, 
Information Technology, Engineering, and 
Emergency Services (Fire and Police). Through 

4 An SFU Master of Resource Management Planning stu-
dent, Daniel Ross, was also involved in this part of the 
DNV project (Ross 2018).
5 Community foundations manage private endowments to 
provide local projects with funding for initiatives that ben-
efit the community.

Fig. 5.3 The extensive mapping of the two cities’ goals, 
targets, and indicators with the SDGs and the CCT. The 
shape of the SDG and the CCT frameworks reflects the 
number of goals (or capitals) included in each, excluding 
SDG 17 on global partnerships
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these meetings, the subject-matter experts largely 
contributed to our understanding of indicator 
contextual meaningfulness, policy jurisdiction, 
data availability, data sources, existing targets, 
municipal capacity, etc.

In the DNV, we also engaged with the 2017–
2018 Official Community Plan Implementation 
Monitoring Committee (OCP IMC) which is 
composed of community members and whose 
purpose is to provide comments on OCP imple-
mentation (consistency of vision, goals, and 
actions), monitoring (ensuring meaningful and 
appropriate indicators), and communication with 
the public.

In total, we conducted 14 interviews in the 
DNV and 16 in the City of Maple Ridge, we con-
sulted more than 20 subject-matter expert staff in 
each municipality, and we engaged more than 40 
community members in workshops with the 2 
community foundations and the OCP 
IMC. Thanks to this inclusive participatory pro-
cess, we had the opportunity to explore and iden-
tify perceptions of community stakeholders on 
needs and gaps and document their preferences 
and ideas regarding the linkages between global 
and local sustainable development, assessment 
tools, and visions for the future; we also received 
their direct feedback for our work on sustainabil-
ity frameworks. Figure 5.4 illustrates the method-
ological model of the participatory process used 
in both case studies.

5.4  Research Findings

In our case studies in the Greater Vancouver area, 
we applied sustainability assessment methods 
and tools to support the DNV and the City of 
Maple Ridge increase their sustainability poten-
tial and identify synergies with the SDGs. This 
section presents, firstly, the research findings 
from the mapping of local goals, targets, and 
indicators with the SDG framework and the 
Community Capital Framework and Tool and, 
secondly, our findings from analyzing the inter-
views with focus on connections between global 
and local agendas.

5.4.1  Goals, Targets, and Indicators 
Mapping

Following the examples of New York, San Jose, 
and Baltimore, we performed a complex map-
ping and alignment exercise in the DNV and in 
the CMR (Nixon 2016; Prakash et al. 2017). We 
compared the higher-level goals of both cities 
with the SDGs, their targets (or “stocks” in the 
case of the CCT) with the SDG targets, and 
their – at the time current – indicators with the 
SDG and the CCT indicators.

With regard to the DNV, through this work we 
observed that the eight major goals or objectives 
in the DNV’s Official Community Plan were 
aligned with seven SDGs fully or quite exten-
sively, as well as with all six capitals of the 
CCT. Emphasis in the DNV is mostly placed on 
issues of economic growth and well-being, pro-
tection of the natural environment, affordability, 
food security, and education infrastructure invest-
ment. As shown in Table 5.1, SDGs 3, 8, 9, 10, 
11, 14, and 15 were fully covered by the DNV’s 
goals; SDGs 1, 2, 4, 6, and 13 were partly cov-
ered; and for some SDGs (5, 7, 12, and 16), there 
was no explicit mention in the DNV OCP goals. 
SDG 17 was considered not applicable. Given the 
OCP’s objective to guide the DNV toward a “sus-
tainable future” by 2030, the wide alignment 
between local and global goals seems to indicate 
that sustainability principles and aspirations are 
important to the DNV and its citizens.

In CMR, our findings were somewhat similar 
to those in DNV. The Maple Ridge OCP includes 
a long-term vision statement and 45 principles 
that were approved following extensive citizen 
and stakeholder consultation. The OCP and other 
major policy documents mostly emphasize SDGs 
2, 8, 11, and 15, while being partly aligned with 
SDGs 3, 4, 6, 13, and 16 (Table 5.1). The CMR 
mapping analysis demonstrated a specific focus 
on food security, education infrastructure invest-
ment, and making the city resilient in preparation 
for climate change impacts. Unlike the DNV goal 
alignment though, it is clear that the higher-level 
goals in Maple Ridge are not aligned with SDGs 
that promote innovation and industrial – or gen-
erally economic  – infrastructure and action for 

5 Making the SDGs Relevant for Cities: Using the Community Capital Tool in British Columbia



60

inequalities reduction. It makes sense however 
that the CMR has not placed importance on goals 
or targets related to SDG 14 (Life below water), 
since Maple Ridge is not by the ocean and there-
fore ocean and marine life protection are not 
within the city’s priorities.

At the target level, we found out that although 
the DNV’s higher-level policy documents con-
tained a lot of recommendations and broad state-
ments for the future, very few seemed to 
correspond to actionable, measurable targets. We 
identified 20 targets in the DNV OCP and other 
major policy documents, such as the 
Transportation Plan, the Parks and Open Spaces 
Strategic Plan, the Rental and Affordable Housing 
Strategy, the Climate Change Adaptation 
Strategy, and the Integrated Stormwater 
Management Strategy. These 20 targets corre-
sponded to 18 (out of 169) SDG targets that are 
related to SDGs 1, 2, 3, 6, 8, 9, 10, and 11. In 
CMR, the picture is similar: we identified ten tar-
gets in the OCP, the Parks, Recreation and Culture 
Plan, and the Environmental Management 
Strategy. These ten targets correspond to only 
five SDG targets which are part of SDGs 6, 11, 
and 12.

Despite the partial alignment at the goals 
level, the result from the indicators mapping was 
different, as shown in Fig. 5.5. DNV’s 26 indica-
tors monitor progress of OCP goal implementa-
tion and range from urban growth management 
and park/open spaces to economic development, 
transportation, and climate action (District of 
North Vancouver 2011). These 26 indicators cov-
ered only 11.9% of the SDG indicators. We 
excluded 115 SDG indicators that were deemed 
not applicable in the District context since the 
SDG framework is mainly oriented toward coun-
tries. However, even after excluding those 115 
SDG indicators, DNV indicators still covered 
only 25% of the remaining SDG indicators that 
were applicable. In contrast, the CCT indicators 
pool overlaps with the SDG indicators by more 
than 53%.

The City of Maple Ridge indicators mapping, 
on the other hand, is consistent with DNV results. 
CMR measures progress and performance across 
69 indicators6 ranging from energy efficiency and 
transportation safety and accessibility to 

6 The City of Maple Ridge calls its indicators 
“scorecards.”

Fig. 5.4 Contextual and methodological model of participatory process. (Adapted from Hermans et al. 2011)
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 municipal finances and emergency services effi-
ciency (City of Maple Ridge, n.d.). There is a 
15.5% overlap between CMR and SDG indica-
tors if we take all 219 SDG indicators into con-

sideration, but the overlap percentage increases 
to 32.7% if we do not include the 115 SDG indi-
cators that we considered not relevant or appli-
cable in the CMR context (Fig. 5.5).

SDG DNV Goal alignment CMR Goal alignment

1: No Poverty
Indirect match / Partly aligned 
(affordability & well-being) No match / Not aligned

2: Zero Hunger
Indirect match / Partly aligned (food 
security) Direct match / Fully aligned 

3: Good Health and Well-being Direct match / Fully aligned
Indirect match / Partly aligned (social 
services)

4: Quality Educa�on
Indirect match / Partly aligned (educa�on 
infrastructure)

Indirect match / Partly aligned (educa�on 
infrastructure)

5: Gender Equality No match / Not aligned No match / Not aligned

6: Clean Water and Sanita�on
Indirect match / Partly aligned 
(stormwater management)

Indirect match / Partly aligned (sensi�ve 
area protec�on)

7: Affordable and Clean Energy No match / Not aligned No match / Not aligned
8: Decent Work and Economic 
Growth Direct match / Fully aligned Direct match / Fully aligned
9: Industry, Innova�on and 
Infrastructure Direct match / Fully aligned No match / Not aligned

10: Reduced Inequality Direct match / Fully aligned No match / Not aligned
11: Sustainable Ci�es and 
Communi�es Direct match / Fully aligned Direct match / Fully aligned
12: Responsible Consump�on 
and Produc�on No match / Not aligned No match / Not aligned

13: Climate Ac�on
Indirect match / Partly aligned (GHGs & 
renewable energy)

Indirect match / Partly aligned (various 
related objec�ves)

14: Life Below Water Direct match / Fully aligned No match / Not aligned

15: Life on Land Direct match / Fully aligned Direct match / Fully aligned
16: Peace and Jus�ce Strong 
Ins�tu�ons No match / Not aligned

Indirect match / Partly aligned 
(inclusiveness)

17: Partnerships to achieve the 
Goals Not applicable Not applicable

Table 5.1 Level of alignment between the SDGs and the higher-level goals of the District of North Vancouver and 
those of the City of Maple Ridge

Red color shows no alignment, orange shows indirect or partial alignment, and green shows direct or full alignment

Fig. 5.5 Demonstrates the extent to which existing indi-
cators in DNV, CMR, and CCT overlap with and address 
SDG indicators (excluding SDG 17 on global partnerships 

and showing the 115 SDGs that were considered as “not 
applicable”)
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5.4.2  Interview Findings

The interviews analysis through the SDG lens 
involved two sets of data: (1) mixed quantitative 
and qualitative data in response to a question on 
SDG awareness and familiarity and (2) entirely 
qualitative data in response to the open-ended 
question on perceptions of impact of the SDGs 
on local decision-making and other perceptions 
regarding glocal-local connections.

The majority of those interviewed were either 
not aware of the existence of the SDGs (50% of 
interviewees) or could vaguely recall having 
heard of them (30% of interviewees) (Fig. 5.6). 
Most responses were a simple “yes” or “no” but 
some contained additional comments. Particularly 
the interviewees recalling the SDGs “vaguely” or 
“slightly” commented that they could not cite the 
SDGs or that they did not have “in-depth aware-
ness” and they were not really familiar with the 
details of the UN Agenda for Sustainable 
Development.

Responses to the second question on percep-
tions of SDG impact on local decision-making 
and on other linkages between the global and 
local levels yielded an extensive amount of quali-
tative data. A common view among interviewees 
was that any global goals or international com-
mitments would probably not have a high influ-
ence on local politics and processes. While 
talking about this viewpoint, some interviewees 
attributed it to the perception that global agendas 
are disconnected from the local context and local 
beliefs and thus cannot be taken into consider-
ation in local policy-making.

Overall, 3 broad themes – or rather problems – 
emerged from the analysis of the 30 interviews as 
far as the potential for SDG impact is concerned: 
the difficulty of ensuring widespread awareness 
and education on nonlocal matters, the issues 
caused by a complex public administration sys-
tem involving multiple and interdependent levels 
of government, and the lack of accountability due 
to the usually nonbinding nature of international 
agreements.

Regarding awareness and education about the 
global goals and their impact, we identified a 
number of issues. Firstly, a few participants 
seemed to confuse the SDGs with other intergov-
ernmental treaties or declarations, for instance, 
with the Paris climate agreement or other United 
Nations reports or protocols. Also, some partici-
pants who admitted not being familiar with the 
SDGs argued that international goals and agree-
ments are in conflict with local goals and priori-
ties. One interviewee mentioned that asking local 
governments who face serious problems (hunger, 
poverty, lack of clean water) to think or act glob-
ally can be perceived as distraction. That said, 
several participants felt that it was strange that 
they did not know of the SDGs although they had 
at some point been involved in sustainability 
projects or in international processes.

The second recurrent theme in the interviews 
was the position that the complexity of local 
decision-making processes is a crucial factor for 
the local governments not embracing the SDGs. 
Most interviewees talked about the challenges 
that accompany this complexity and the limited 
jurisdiction of local governments in Canada or, 
particularly in B.C., the lack of local jurisdiction 

Fig. 5.6 Number of interviewees responding “yes,” “no,” or “vaguely/slightly” when asked about their own awareness 
of the UN SDGs
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in some matters. These participants mainly 
referred to the constant struggle of local govern-
ments to secure funding from higher-level juris-
dictions and the limited mandate local 
governments are given from provincial or federal 
legislation especially when it comes to important 
issues such as education, transportation, energy, 
and – to some extent – housing. Two interviewees 
concluded their argument on the difficulties of 
the multiple levels of government by describing 
local governments as “creatures of the province.”7

A third SDG-related theme that surfaced 
throughout the interviews concerned the (usually 
low) level of accountability or obligation that is 
attached to the SDGs – or any other international 
agreements for that matter. The majority of inter-
viewees expressed the belief that local govern-
ments are removed or distanced from the 
obligation the federal government has to achieve 
the SDGs and report on them by 2030. Some 
pointed out that local governments feel that they 
are more accountable to their citizens than to any 
national or international organizations.

At least a quarter of the participants consid-
ered the SDGs, the Paris climate agreement, and 
other international agreements as purely “aspira-
tional.” Some argued that setting global or local 
goals can be beneficial but it is inadequate when 
implementation is accompanied by little or no 
accountability. Lack of accountability in this case 
means that municipalities have no legal obliga-
tion, they may receive no mandate or funding to 
achieve the goals, and therefore they do not face 
any real consequences if goals are not met.

On a more positive note, it is worth highlight-
ing that about one third of participants were 
explicitly in favor of embracing national or global 
goals and ensuring their increased impact on 
local decision-making. They suggested that local 
governments should try to align more with global 
goals which can provide some framework and 
foster connection to a wider – national and even 
global – context. In a few interviews, it was stated 
that the SDGs can present an opportunity for 

7 This is indeed the case in B.C. Unlike in the USA, for 
example, local governments in Canada are in fact and in 
law “creatures of the province” they are located in.

local governments to receive funding and other 
resources to achieve their local community goals. 
Similarly, it was argued that high-level goals 
such as the SDGs can help inform local decision- 
making and action, mainly by pointing to best 
practices and opportunities for learning.

Overall, our research findings indicate that 
there is low awareness around the UN Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and that recognition of 
the significance of the SDGs at the local level is 
progressing at a slow pace. The SDGs and other 
international agreements, despite being nonbind-
ing, present some opportunities that are being 
slowly acknowledged in Canadian communities, 
often by municipal staff at first and then by 
elected officials who in general may not be that 
immersed in international developments. As one 
interviewee concisely put it, municipalities are 
not likely to be “driven” by the SDGs or com-
pelled to achieve them, but perhaps may use them 
if they need support to achieve their local goals.

5.5  Generalizations

For this study we performed a complex SDG- 
Local Goals mapping exercise, similar to those 
undertaken in New York, San Jose, and Baltimore, 
and compared the goals, targets, and indicators of 
the SDGs, the municipalities, and our own 
Community Capital Tool. We also documented 
policy gaps and stakeholder perceptions and 
asked whether global agendas influence local 
decision-making.

Mapping the CMR and DNV OCPs and other 
master plans with the SDGs and the CCT was not 
an easy task because of the multiplicity of official 
documents in the two municipalities: official 
community plans, various sectoral plans, busi-
ness plans, community sustainability plans, cli-
mate action plans, etc. Some high-level policy 
documents overlapped, whereas in some cases 
the OCP predated newer plans, and this resulted 
in goal and target tracking difficulties and occa-
sional inconsistencies (Ross 2018). This map-
ping task however revealed significant gaps in 
policies and objectives in both case studies, such 
as low consideration of wider national or global 
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context, fragmented prioritization in policy- 
making and implementation, and little attention 
to whole-systems integrated thinking.

The interview data offered similarly important 
insights, particularly into the perceptions of local 
elected and appointed officials about global-level 
goals and international commitments. What 
seems as a simultaneously interconnected and 
distanced relationship between the multiple lev-
els of government in B.C. provides a telling argu-
ment for the lack of interest or comprehension of 
the UN Global Agenda. The analysis also 
revealed a misconception that “localizing the 
SDGs” absolutely requires full awareness, or 
even in-depth understanding, of global issues and 
problems in other parts of the world.

A viewpoint expressed by some interviewees 
is that the SDGs could be an opportunity for local 
governments to receive funding and other 
resources from higher levels of government and 
could offer an engaging way of approaching the 
potential of the SDGs. The SDGs could help ini-
tiate change at the local level even if they are per-
ceived as an intermediate means to achieve a 
community’s overarching goal, i.e., high quality 
of life and well-being for its citizens.

These findings are a strong indication of the 
imperative to inform and educate local govern-
ments and their citizens about the SDGs so that 
the latter hold the former accountable for local, 
national, and global commitments. Thanks to 
their versatile structure, the SDGs can equip 
communities with a broad and holistic frame-
work for all levels of decision-making, from 
identifying core values, setting goals, and form-
ing partnerships to inclusive implementation and 
assessment (Mesa et al. 2019).

5.6  Recommendations

In accordance with the above findings, our rec-
ommendations to both municipalities revolved 
around a customized comprehensive framework 
with a set of forward-looking and holistic- 
thinking indicators based on the SDGs and our 
research with the CCT. As mentioned above, the 
CCT conceptualizes communities as place- 

oriented, scalable, dynamic systems and is rooted 
in a framework that considers effects on six 
mutually reinforcing forms of capital: natural, 
physical, economic, human, social, and cultural. 
The Tool includes two complementary instru-
ments: (1) the Community Capital Scan, a dia-
logue- and decision-support tool, and (2) the 
Community Capital Balance Sheet, a more rigor-
ous quantitative assessment tool. Both are 
grounded in a whole-systems, integrated thinking 
and are structured in a very similar way to the 
SDGs.

The integration of the adapted version of the 
CCT in the two B.C. cities’ decision-making pro-
cesses can significantly help them achieve their 
sustainability goals while becoming ambassadors 
for SDG implementation in Canada and beyond. 
The Tool is a good fit to help localize the SDGs in 
all stages of the decision-making and monitoring 
process using a contextually relevant approach: 
firstly by expanding awareness about the global 
goals and increasing stakeholder participation, 
transparency, and perception of accountability; 
then by facilitating long-term goal setting and 
development of detailed, short-term implementa-
tion actions; and finally by supporting a locally 
focused but globally looking process of monitor-
ing progress, reporting, and evaluating.

To mobilize action toward implementing and 
monitoring the SDGs locally, the CCT can help 
local officials and citizens align their goals with 
each other and with the full set of the SDGs while 
achieving effective synergies and efficiencies 
between goals and actions. The CCT can offer 
the policy roadmap and the data and visualization 
platform required to plan for sustainability, moni-
tor progress, and operationalize the SDGs in the 
holistic and systemic spirit the SDGs themselves 
promote.

The B.C. municipal experience described here 
demonstrates that if Canadian cities incorporate 
tools such as the CCT into their regular practice, 
they can contribute to and become leaders in the 
achievement of Canada’s Federal Sustainable 
Development Strategy which reflects Canada’s 
commitment to the SDGs (Roseland and 
Spiliotopoulou 2018). We have every reason to 
expect that tools and approaches such as the CCT 
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could work as well in other countries. Given the 
scale of the global sustainability challenges 
before us, developing these scalable and inte-
grated local solutions may indeed provide a 
much-needed reason for hope.

Disclosure Statement The authors are grateful that part 
of the work that contributed to this chapter was funded by 
Mitacs Accelerate8 (project numbers IT09978 and 
IT09305).
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6.1  Introduction

Now in its 25th year, Santa Cruz County has been 
collecting data through the Community 
Assessment Project (CAP) as part of its goal to 
achieve wellbeing and equity for everyone. Prior 
to the CAP, social data for the county were col-
lected in a disaggregated way with little “cross- 
pollination” across sectors and organizations. 
When the CAP was formed and data began to be 
collected and organized in a unified manner 
throughout the county, it presented a significant 
change to provide a more integrated snapshot of 
local conditions. More recently, the County has 
been moving the CAP toward local alignment 
with the United Nations’ 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDG) established in 
September 2015.

To help the County achieve wellbeing for all 
its residents, the United Way of Santa Cruz 
County (United Way) engaged Applied Survey 
Research (ASR) as research partner. ASR, a 
California-based social research organization, 
has long recognized and shared the story of how 
communities link their efforts to work collec-
tively toward shared results. ASR has considered 
the conditions required for communities to work 

well in a participatory way, to better understand 
disparities in outcomes, to determine the neces-
sary steps to reduce achievement gaps, and to 
increase equity in results.

In other words, what outcomes are being real-
ized? What structures and commitments must be 
in place? What capacity is required for continu-
ous improvement of the ways to achieve desired 
change? These questions help to position natural 
integration with the SDGs, which in turn helps 
communities achieve wellbeing for all.

In this chapter, we will explain the three con-
ditions necessary for applying the international 
goals of the SDGs locally: commitment to 
 wellbeing for all, population measures of 
 wellbeing, and ability to coordinate action 
(Fig.  6.1). Then we will provide examples of 
how Santa Cruz County is aligning those SDGs 
to its goals by leveraging data from the 
CAP. Finally, we will show how other communi-
ties can do the same.

When considering the three conditions neces-
sary for localizing the SDGs, it is first essential to 
commit to and work from a position of enabling 
wellbeing and equity for all. Secondly, communi-
ties must link measures of individual and popula-
tion wellbeing via social connectedness. The 
third condition captures the ability to align and 
coordinate action through results-based account-
ability (RBA) and collective impact models. 
These approaches yield a great many choices that 
communities can customize and connect to the 
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SDGs in ways that best fit their particular 
environments.

As these conditions are explored, the Santa 
Cruz County CAP report and related efforts serve 
as examples. While the journey to help localize 
the SDGs will be unique across communities, the 
conditions considered here offer an orienting 
framework as a way to achieve universal 
wellbeing.

6.2  Santa Cruz County 
Background and the CAP’s 
History

Santa Cruz County is situated alongside the 
Pacific Ocean on the central coast of California, 
just south of San Francisco. Of the state’s 58 
counties, Santa Cruz County ranks in the lower 
half population-wise, with nearly 276,000 resi-
dents (U.S.  Census Bureau 2019). Santa Cruz 
County is composed of four cities—Capitola, 
Santa Cruz, Scotts Valley, and Watsonville—and 
its unincorporated areas. While the tech industry 
of Silicon Valley is just to the north, technology is 
not a significant part of the local economy. Many 
local people may be employed in Silicon Valley 
and may bring home their tech salaries, but the 

primary drivers of Santa Cruz County’s economy 
include higher education, tourism, and agricul-
ture (Applied Survey Research 2017).

The Community Assessment Project was 
established in 1994 by leading local entities, 
most notably the United Way of Santa Cruz 
County (United Way), with the initial idea com-
ing from Dominican Santa Cruz Hospital. CAP 
serves the community by guiding plans and pro-
cesses, examining quality-of-life domains, track-
ing well-being indicators, and establishing and 
monitoring community-generated goals. Using 
these data, Santa Cruz County government, along 
with other organizations and agencies, seeks to 
improve the quality of life for all residents. The 
long-standing success of this community initia-
tive can be attributed to the significant pillars of 
strong leadership and a commitment to sustain-
ability and innovation.

The CAP showcases how organizations and 
institutions in Santa Cruz County can work 
together for the common good of all residents in 
their respective jurisdictions. It is fundamental to 
have stable and competent leadership sustaining 
this effort. Since the CAP’s inception, the United 
Way has been the valuable backbone organiza-
tion for the project, with ASR serving as its 
research partner. Other organizations have 

Fig. 6.1 The three conditions necessary for localizing the goals of the SDGs. From Applied Survey Research (2020). 
Conditions for localizing the SDGs. [Graphic]. (Reprinted with permission)
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 supported the effort and used this shared dataset, 
such as local hospitals, law enforcement agen-
cies, educational institutions, and more. Indeed, 
the CAP steering committee is large, reflecting 
almost all community initiatives and 
partnerships.

6.3  Community Conditions 
Necessary for Applying 
the UN’s SDGs

6.3.1  Condition 1: Commitment 
to Wellbeing for All

For 25 years, the CAP has orientated its efforts 
using a five-step community improvement cycle 
(Fig.  6.2). In so doing, data-informed account-
ability was embedded in all CAP reports. A com-
mitment to the community to pursue equitable 
quality of life for all its residents remains promi-
nent. Inclusive engagement is at the forefront of 
the community improvement cycle, as it is essen-

tial for diverse perspectives representing the 
entire community to be included.

For example, the CAP is governed by a steer-
ing committee of more than 30 individuals repre-
senting diverse sectors of the county, including 
nonprofit organizations, government, higher edu-
cation, and businesses, as well as individual com-
munity people. This varied membership holds a 
collective commitment to equitable wellbeing for 
all county residents. It is this shared mission that 
galvanizes their efforts, such as the biennial pro-
duction of a comprehensive report, including 
enhancements leveraging past features to support 
new data, new strategies for engagement of part-
ners, and new ways to share and utilize the 
findings.

Indeed, CAP’s collaborative leadership has 
helped to position the project at the center of the 
dedicated work required to establish a county- 
wide Culture of Health. Defined as the circum-
stances that are cultivated to create and foster 
equity for all, a Culture of Health seeks to pursue 
and realize health and wellbeing across various 

Fig. 6.2 The five-step cycle of community improvement. From Applied Survey Research (2020). Cycle of Community 
Improvement. [Graphic]. (Reprinted with permission)
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social and economic sectors (Evidence for Action 
n.d.).

While the CAP, under the stewardship of 
United Way, has received several awards and 
acknowledgments over its long history, perhaps 
the most important was inclusion in the 2013 
inaugural Culture of Health Award winners. This 
prize, afforded by the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation (RWJF) and the University of 
Wisconsin Population Health Institute (UWPHI), 
recognized Santa Cruz County for centering its 
efforts in data, ensuring that decision-making 
was informed, could be measured, and, impor-
tantly, could be acted upon (Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation 2013). More specifically, 
acknowledgment was given to the CAP’s sus-
tained and continuously improving process to use 
community assessment data to examine dispari-
ties and assets, to ensure community voice is 
expressed, and to coordinate and motivate initia-
tives to action through the development of com-
munity goals.

In these ways, the CAP put in place a culture 
of accountability and, notably, supported a nim-
ble system of partnerships that could leverage 
each other’s work. Several partnerships and ini-
tiatives were developed in response to CAP find-
ings, including Healthy Kids of Santa Cruz 
County (health-care program insuring children), 
Jóvenes SANOS (initiative empowering county 
youth to advocate for their own health and well- 
being), the Youth Violence Prevention Task 
Force, and the formerly titled Together for Youth, 
now named Community Prevention Partners.

Receipt of this recognition elevated the CAP’s 
goals and connected Santa Cruz County with 
other leaders, partners, and communities through-
out the United States who are engaged in similar 
pursuits for equity and wellbeing. Consequently, 
new resources and capacities were made avail-
able that are usually inaccessible to smaller coun-
ties such as Santa Cruz. United Way continues to 
participate in generating new insights from the 
growing list of Culture of Health Award recipi-
ents from across the United States. It is also pro-
viding innovation assistance and action for the 
CAP and, subsequently, Santa Cruz County to 
innovate through exploring and adopting new 

data, indicators, and communication and action 
strategies (Fig.  6.3). The Culture of Health 
Alumni network consists of a network of alumni 
participants from all over the country—a key 
example of leadership, support, and innovation 
all working from a shared commitment to wellbe-
ing for everyone.

As the CAP leadership has long maintained 
the ability to hold itself accountable in striving 
for a Culture of Health—for wellbeing for all—
so do the SDGs hold themselves to a similar stan-
dard. This alignment of accountability for 
intention and action is a foundation for localizing 
the SDGs, and it sets the stage for adopting the 
shared measures required to achieve them.

6.3.2  Condition 2: Individual 
and Population Measures 
of Well-Being via Social 
Connectedness

Individual well-being is composed of four 
domains: physical, mental, emotional, and spiri-
tual. Community well-being, in contrast, is cap-
tured in the CAP through five domains: Economic 
Stability; Education; Social and Community 
Context; Health and Health Care; and 
Neighborhood and Built Environment. The inter-
mediary between these two realms of wellbeing 
is social connectedness, which attests to the role 
relationships and engagement play both at the 
individual and the collective levels. The PERMA 
(Positive emotions, Engagement, Relationships, 
Meaning, and Accomplishments) model put forth 
by Dr. Martin Seligman names these five quali-
ties as the foundational elements of wellbeing 
(Positive Psychology Program 2017). Research 
supports the idea that the more of these items one 
has, the more his or her connections are increased, 
subsequently improving overall health and 
 wellbeing (Kern et al. 2015). That said, the oppo-
site also holds true, as isolation and a lack of con-
nections can negatively impact one’s health and 
wellbeing (Seppala 2014).

In 2016, at a Community Indicator Consortium 
(CIC) session regarding social connectedness, 
ASR presented a workshop on how to align these 
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levels of wellbeing and the subsequent implica-
tions for the field of wellbeing research and 
application as a whole (Applied Survey Research 
2016). Several takeaways from this session had 
the most impact, including (1) wellbeing exists in 
domains beyond those aforementioned; (2) it is 
important to achieve wellbeing for all; and (3) 
equity has an important role in this conversation.

In effect, this session demonstrated that with-
out these noted components, social connected-
ness as a bridge between individual and 
community wellbeing is incomplete and cannot 
be leveraged or attained. Wellbeing is not a con-
cept that can be measured in a vacuum. It also has 
a positive impact at individual and community 
levels by changing the way people work together.

The CAP addresses these concerns and the 
relationship between individual and collective 
wellbeing by using common indicators to report 
population-level data, trend data, and integra-
tion of a community survey, which captures the 
sentiments of a representative sample of the 
county every two  years. CAP secondary data 
are composed of a public set of population-
level quantitative and qualitative measures of 

wellbeing derived from sources that include the 
US Census Bureau’s American Community 
Survey. Through the community survey, asset-
based measures of subjective and objective 
aspects of wellbeing are collected and disaggre-
gated, delivering trend data that focuses on both 
individual and community strengths. Further 
analysis allows us to explore these data by age, 
gender, region,  housing status, race/ethnicity, 
and income level. Measures are regularly 
reviewed to remain comparable with global 
efforts. This work is supported by associations 
that Santa Cruz County has cultivated with 
RWJF and UWPHI’s County Health Rankings 
and its participation in the CIC and the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD), specifically connecting 
to OECD’s work on the Better Life Index. 
Sustained relationships with these national and 
international organizations have provided Santa 
Cruz County the unique opportunity to learn 
and leverage best practices locally to better 
explore and understand the alignment between 
individual and group wellbeing at local, 
national, and international levels.

Fig. 6.3 RWJF Culture of Health Prize Alumni Network, 
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (2019). RWJF Culture 
of Health Prize Winners. [Graphic]. Retrieved from: 

https://www.countyhealthrankings.org/learn-others/rwjf-
culture-health-prize/past-winners
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As the CAP moves into its 25th year, the nat-
ural ways in which the SDGs are present in the 
report become more formalized, further align-
ing the goals of both these efforts. Additionally, 
many of these overlapping measures, as well as 
those specific to the CAP, offer the necessary 
information to influence activities intended to 
strengthen and create connections within the 
community. This action is at the heart of the 
final condition and gateway to localizing the 
SDGs.

6.3.3  Condition 3: Alignment 
and Ability to Coordinate 
and Leverage Action

Continuous community improvement necessi-
tates establishing a culture of accountability. This 
goes beyond intentionality and commitment 
guided by the tenets of a Culture of Health and 
implementation of population wellbeing mea-
sures informed by community connectedness. 
This means that resources are applied equitably 
to population-level community programming 
efforts in order to coordinate and leverage action.

Early in the CAP process, Santa Cruz County 
adopted Results-Based Accountability (RBA), 
developed by Mark Friedman, founder and direc-
tor of the Fiscal Policy Studies Institute (FPSI) in 
Santa Fe, New Mexico. This is a way to connect 
program and population data through a structured 
way of thinking and acting in order to turn the 
curve for community change (Friedman 2015). 
Understanding the work necessary to turn the 
curve—or to bend data trends toward desired 
results—is supported through theories of change 
outlined in community-wide action plans. In fact, 
the ability to “turn the curve” may be considered 
one of the most valuable skills to develop if a 
community is serious about improving 
outcomes.

A theory of change defines what is required to 
achieve results, is ideally created with an equity 
approach, and is predicated upon the notion that 
working together in specific ways, with certain 
groups, is essential for community-level change 
in resource-constrained environments.

Consequently, a theory of change provides 
coordinated programs and initiatives, a frame-
work by which data can guide the way communi-
ties work toward wellbeing for all. This is 
achieved by manifesting individual and group- 
level contributions and by monitoring and mea-
suring those contributions transparently. A 
culture of accountability is created through lever-
aging RBA alongside a theory of change to solicit 
responses to the following questions:

 1. How much did we do? Effectively, this ques-
tion seeks to understand the number of inputs 
given toward a particular effort.

 2. How well did we do it? This question addresses 
the effort’s equity and sustainability.

 3. Is anyone better off? Ultimately, this question 
asks whether the desired results were achieved, 
and if people’s lives were improved as a con-
sequence of pursued interventions.

6.4  Santa Cruz County: 
An Example of Success

For reference, we will explain how Santa Cruz 
County now aligns its goals with the UN’s SDGs. 
We have included sample results from the 2019 
CAP survey.1 These data will be a valuable 
resource to guide local governments and other 
agencies in their quest to improve quality of life 
for all county residents.

For the 2019 CAP survey, more than 850 
county residents age 18 and over were selected 
by random digit calling. All calls, including those 
to mobile phones, were done manually to comply 
with Telephone Consumer Protection Act (TCPA) 
rules. Selections were adjusted to deliver a fair 
and equitable representation of local residents. 
Using Spanish and English, surveyors asked 
questions in several quality-of-life categories, 
and the results were tabulated and compared with 
the data from previous years. This helped to pro-
vide a “progress map” that revealed trends in 
various classifications, such as employment sta-

1 The complete report is available at www.appliedsurvey-
research.org
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tus, food security, access to health care, educa-
tional attainment, and other relevant categories. 
As with past CAP reports, positive trends will be 
further supported, while negative or neutral 
trends will be examined for opportunities to 
improve outcomes.

6.5  Specific SDGs Directly 
Connected to CAP Social 
Determinants of Health 
(SDOH) Components

The primary purpose of the United Nations’ 
SDGs is to balance the three dimensions of sus-
tainable development—economic growth, envi-
ronmental sustainability, and social inclusion. 
The CAP report has recently incorporated these 

SDGs while continuing to address the SDOH 
inequities and resource disparities that were 
uncovered in Santa Cruz County during previous 
surveys. As such, the CAP data are now orga-
nized in relationship to the five key areas of 
SDOH: Economic Stability; Education; Social 
and Community Context; Health and Health 
Care; and Neighborhood and Built Environment.

Three SDGs—No Poverty; Zero Hunger; and 
Decent Work and Economic Growth—were 
aligned to the Economic Stability SDOH and its 
accompanying goals:

• Goal 1: By 2020, reduce the winter unemploy-
ment rate by one-half percent, creating 725 
new winter jobs in Santa Cruz County.

• Goal 2: By 2020, increase the housing stock 
by 1000 units in Santa Cruz County.

 

Agriculture is one of the two largest employ-
ment sectors in Santa Cruz County, and the 
county has a high concentration of jobs in this 
sector when compared with the rest of California.2

Tourism also ranks as one of the top employ-
ers and revenue-producing industries in Santa 
Cruz County, breaking the $1  billion mark in 
travel-related spending for the first time in 2017 
and for a second time in 2018.3 Visitor dollars 
help to support Santa Cruz County by providing 
business and tax revenues, which contribute to 

2 Santa Cruz County. (2014). Economic Vitality Study.
3 Dean Runyan Associates, Inc. (2019). California Travel 
Impacts 2010-2018p.

local employment; open space, beaches, and 
parks; and locally owned small businesses.4

The 2019 CAP report shows that the gap has 
continued to narrow between the available 
workforce and total employment (141,700 
workforce vs. 97,600 jobs in 2010; 144,900 
workforce vs. 113,800 jobs in 2018). Tourism 
jobs have also increased (7580  in 2010 vs. 
11,403 in 2018). Therefore, the County is on a 
positive track and should continue with current 
activities.

4 Visit Santa Cruz County (VSCC). Tourism Facts. 
Accessed on July 26, 2016, from http://www.santacruzca.
org/partners/tourism-facts.php
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The County learned through the 2019 CAP 
report that residents are not feeling better off 
financially now than they were a year ago—
40.5% feel better off, which is a decline of 1.6% 
over the past 12 years. However, between 2009 
and 2017, respondents reporting annual family 
income of at least $75,000 increased by 27%.

According to the California Housing 
Partnership (CHP), Santa Cruz County must cre-
ate 11,873 more affordable rental homes, equiva-
lent to 27% of the existing rental stock, to meet 
affordable housing needs.5

The CAP report revealed that median home 
prices have increased significantly since 2012—
from $426,000 to $743,000. This means that only 
17.3% of homes are affordable to median-income 
families, versus 53.8% in 2010. (The US median 
home price in 2019 was $260,000, with 61.4% 
affordable for median-income families.)

Therefore, the County has learned that, while 
incomes and employment opportunities may be 
increasing, the ability to afford housing in the 
local market has declined. Perhaps this is why 
fewer people believe they are better off finan-
cially than they were a year ago even though they 
are earning more.

One SDG—Quality Education—was aligned 
to the Education SDOH and its accompanying 
goals:

• Goal 1: By 2020, all students will be fully 
connected and engaged with their school com-

5 California Housing Partnership. (2018 September). 
Santa Cruz County’s Housing Emergency and Proposed 
Solutions.

munity, and they will see their school as a wel-
coming, essential, and safe place.

• Goal 2: By 2020, all students will have 
broader access to courses and enrichment 
activities, including visual and performing 
arts, career technical education, and digital 
technology.

• Goal 3: By 2020, all students will be provided 
sufficient behavior, health, and counseling 
services to succeed in their chosen educational 
and career pathways.

High quality, developmentally appropriate early 
childhood education (ECE) produces positive 
effects on children’s cognitive and social devel-
opment.6 Moreover, studies of the costs and long-
term benefits of these ECE programs have 
consistently found substantial savings derived 
over decades, such as reduced need for remedial 
and special education, reduced incarceration 
rates, and lower rates of teen pregnancy. Analyses 
of the costs and benefits of ECE show a 13% per 
year return on investment. Additionally, research 
has found that high quality and reliable child care 
increases employee productivity and improves 
the bottom line for business.7,8

6 NAEYC.  A Call for Excellence in Early Childhood 
Education. Accessed on October 2, 2019, from https://
www.naeyc.org/policy/excellence
7 University of California, Berkeley, Center for Labor 
Research and Education. Economic Impacts of Early Care 
and Education in California.
8 Heckman, James, The Life-cycle Benefits of an 
Influential early Childhood Program. Accessed on 
October 17, 2017, from https://heckmanequation.org/
the-heckman-equation/
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However, according to the 2019 CAP report, 
41.1% of parents say that finding affordable child 
care is a “somewhat serious” or “very serious” 
problem. Here is another area where relevant 
partners are collaborating to solve these issues.

Studies in the United States and internation-
ally show that the more developmental assets 
young people acquire, the better their chances of 
succeeding in school and becoming happy, 
healthy, and contributing members of their com-
munities.9 Importantly, they are less likely to 
engage in high-risk behaviors.10

The 2019 CAP report revealed that 50% of 
seventh-grade students say they have someone at 
school who encourages them and expects the 
best. By eleventh grade, that number drops to 
41%. This is an opportunity for education-related 
initiatives to support students, teachers, and staff 
developing stronger relationships.

America’s schools must meet the educational 
needs of an increasingly diverse student popula-
tion.11 English Learners (ELs) are the fastest- 
growing student population within the United 
States, and a large achievement gap exists 
between ELs and their non-EL classmates.12

In Santa Cruz County, the number of ELs has 
dropped from 28.9% in 2010 to 25.8% in 2018. 
During the same time, special education enroll-
ment has increased from 11.3% to 13.2%. All of 
these figures are higher than the average for the 
state of California.

High school graduation rates have remained at 
about 81.7% between 2011 and 2018, but they 
did reach a high of 87.4% in 2014. In all but 
one year, the rate has exceeded that of California.

Without a college degree, children born in the 
bottom income quintile have a 45% chance of 
remaining there as adults. With a degree, they 
have less than a 20% chance of staying in the bot-

9 Search Institute. Accessed on August 2, 2016, from 
http://www.search-institute.org/research/developmental- 
assets
10 Search Institute. Accessed on August 2, 2016, from 
http://www.search-institute.org/research/developmental- 
assets
11 U.S. Department of Education. 2010. Diverse Learners.
12 U.S. Department of Education. 2010. Diverse Learners.

tom quintile and a roughly equal chance of end-
ing up in any of the higher income quintiles.13

The CAP survey reveals that enrollment in 
Cabrillo College (the local community college) 
dropped from 13,825 to 11,648 between 2012 
and 2018. However, enrollment at the University 
of California, Santa Cruz, increased from 17,404 
to 19,700.

Graduation rates are at around 90% or more 
for most schools, although in reality, all students 
should be achieving a high school diploma or its 
equivalent. They also should be moving on to 
college, vocational schools, or career training so 
they can have healthy and successful lives as 
adults.

As one example, Pajaro Valley Unified School 
District in Santa Cruz County has been address-
ing the literacy challenge head-on. It instituted 
Paso a Paso (Step by Step), which offers a variety 
of reading and alphabet assignments for children 
from toddlerhood up to third grade. Parents can 
download the assignments, given in English and 
Spanish, and work with their children on fun 
activities such as tracing letters, singing The 
Alphabet Song, reading stories, or engaging in 
related endeavors. At the completion of each set 
of tasks, the child receives a certificate.

One SDG—Good Health and Well-Being—
was aligned to the Health and Health Care SDOH 
and its accompanying goals:

• Goal 1: By 2020, all Santa Cruz County resi-
dents will have a regular source of primary 
care and integrated behavioral health services 
with a focus on:
 – Decreasing disparities
 – Decreasing reliance on Emergency Rooms 

as a regular source of health care
 – Increasing access to mental health and sub-

stance use disorder treatment
• Goal 2: By 2020, obesity in Santa Cruz County 

will be reduced by 10%.

13 U.S.  Department of the Treasury with the 
U.S. Department of Education. 2012. The Economics of 
Higher Education.
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Individuals without a dependable source of 
health care have more difficulties obtaining 
needed care, receive fewer preventive health 
 services, are more likely to wait until their condi-
tions worsen before seeking treatment, and are 
more likely to require hospitalization compared 
with those who have a dependable source of 
health care.14,15 Children’s access to primary 
health care is especially important to monitor 
healthy growth and development16 and to prevent 
everyday illnesses from progressing into more 
serious problems. Children with a usual source of 
care are more likely to utilize preventive services 
and to have better health outcomes and fewer dis-
parities overall.17

CAP survey respondents in 2019 (88%) 
reported at similar percentages to previous years 
that in the past 12  months they were able to 
receive the health care that they needed, although 
Whites were more likely to receive it than 
Latinos. About 60% received care in a regular 
doctor’s office, while about 25% received it at a 
community clinic or hospital. The remainder had 
no reliable source.

14 U.S.  Department of Health and Human Services, 
Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality. (2011). 
National Healthcare Disparities and Quality Report. 
Washington, DC.
15 Billings, J., Bidman, A.B., Grumbach, K., et al. (1995). 
Preventable hospitalizations and access to health care. 
Journal of American Medical Association, 274(4): 
305–311.
16 ChildStats.gov. America’s Children: Key National 
Indicators of Well-Being. Usual Source of Health Care. 
2015. http://www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/care2.
asp. Accessed October 21, 2015.
17 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health 
Resources and Services Administration, Maternal and 
Child Health Bureau. Child Health USA 2014. Rockville, 
Maryland: U.S.  Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2014.

A lack of health insurance coverage is a bar-
rier to accessing health services. Families and 
individuals without health insurance coverage 
often have unmet health needs, receive fewer pre-
ventive services, suffer delays in receiving appro-
priate care, and experience more 
hospitalizations.18

Children who have health insurance learn bet-
ter in school, miss fewer days of school, are more 
likely to have a regular source of primary care, 
and are less likely to be hospitalized for condi-
tions that could have been treated by a primary 
care physician.19

Pregnancy can provide an opportunity to iden-
tify existing health risks in women and to prevent 
future health problems for women and their chil-
dren. The risk of pregnancy-related complica-
tions and maternal and infant mortality can be 
reduced by increasing access to quality care.20 
Regular prenatal care reduces the risk of adverse 
birth outcomes, including preterm and low birth 
weight babies.21

In Santa Cruz County, about 87% of pregnant 
women receive prenatal care during the first tri-

18 U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2011). 
Healthy People 2020 objectives. Retrieved from http://
healthypeople.gov/2020/topicsobjectives2020/overview.
aspx?topicid=1
19 Bernstein J, Chollet D, Peterson S. How Does Insurance 
Coverage Improve Health Outcomes?. ISSUE BRIEF 
2010. Available at: http://www.mathematica-mpr.com/~/
media/publications/pdfs/health/reformhealthcare_ib1.
pdf. Accessed October 21, 2015.
20 U.S.  Department of Health and Human Services, 
Healthy People 2020. Healthy People 2020. Accessed on 
August 9, 2016, from https://www.healthypeople.
g o v / 2 0 2 0 / t o p i c s - o b j e c t i v e s / t o p i c /
maternal-infant-and-child-health
21 What is PedNSS/PNSS? Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention 2011. Available at: http://www.cdc.gov/
pedness/what_is/pnss_health_indicators.htm. Accessed 
October 2015.
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mester. That’s an increase of four percentage 
points from 2012. Teen mothers are less likely to 
receive this care than mothers in older age groups.

Teen parents and their children are often at 
greater risk for experiencing negative short- and 
long-term consequences in the areas of health, 
school, and economic success, as compared with 
parents who wait to have children.22 Research 
from the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and 
Unplanned Pregnancy links teen pregnancy to 
preterm births, low birth weight, and a host of 
social issues, including poverty, responsible 
fatherhood, and overall wellbeing.23

There is good news from the 2019 CAP report. 
Girls from 15–17 years are less likely to become 
pregnant now than in 2012 (12.4% vs. 4.2%). The 
same is true for girls 18–19  years (26.6% vs. 
10.6%).

When asked about their mental health, the per-
centage of CAP overall survey respondents who 
had felt so sad or hopeless almost every day for 
two weeks or more in a row that they stopped doing 
some usual activities increased from 6.0% in 2017 
to 8.0% in 2019. In 2019, Latino survey respon-
dents were slightly more likely than White respon-
dents to feel this way—8.0% and 4.2%, respectively. 
Adolescent hospitalizations for emotional issues 
also increased. For every 1000 children from 
5–14  years old, 2.2 were hospitalized in 2016, 
along with 9.4 of every 1000 aged 15–19 years.

Healthful diets and healthy body weights 
reduce the risk of chronic diseases and promote 
optimum health.24 Efforts to change diet and 

22 Kaye K, Stewart Ng A.  TEEN CHILDBEARING, 
EDUCATION, AND ECONOMIC WELLBEING. Why It 
Matters: Teen Childbearing, Education, and Economic 
Wellbeing 2012. Available at: https://thenationalcam-
paign.org/sites/default/files/resource-primary-download/
childbearing-education-economicwellbeing.pdf. 
Accessed October 2015.
23 National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned 
Pregnancy. Why it matters: Teen pregnancy. 2012. 
Accessed November 2015 from: http://www.thenational-
campaign.org/why-it-matters/wim_teens.aspx
24 U.S.  Department of Health and Human Services, 
Healthy People 2020. Healthy People 2020. Accessed 
December 2015 from https://www.healthypeople.
gov/2020/topics-objectives/topic/nutri t ion-and- 
weight-status

weight should address individual behaviors, as 
well as the policies and environments that sup-
port these behaviors in settings such as schools, 
worksites, health  care organizations, and com-
munities. For example, having healthful food 
available and affordable in food retail and food 
service settings allows people to make more 
healthful food choices.25

To address some of these issues, the United 
Way established Jóvenes SANOS, a youth advo-
cacy and leadership program seeking to empower, 
educate, and raise awareness about childhood 
obesity within the community. The purpose is to 
shift the local culture by encouraging businesses 
to offer healthful food choices and encouraging 
people to increase their physical activity.

For example, Jóvenes SANOS has prompted 
corner markets to offer more fresh, non- processed 
foods; it encouraged restaurants to include more 
healthful choices on their menus; and it requested 
that the local Metro service include at least 50% 
healthful items in its vending machines.

Survey respondents overall have consistently 
described their general health as Excellent, Very 
Good, or Good (83.7% in 2019) at percentages 
exceeding the Healthy People 2020 target of 
79.8%. In 2019, Latino survey respondents 
(80.6%) were significantly less likely than White 
survey respondents (85.7%) to describe their 
health as Very Good or Excellent. Over the past 
10 years, there has been a steady increase in the 
number of overall survey respondents who were 
obese and overweight based on BMI calculation 
(61.7% in 2019). Latino survey respondents 
(76.3%) were more likely than White survey 
respondents (53.7%) to be obese or overweight in 
2019. Clearly, the organizations across the county 
must educate the population and motivate them 
to reduce their weight and follow better health 
practices.

On a positive note, children in Santa Cruz 
County are much less likely than their statewide 
counterparts to drink one or more sugar- 

25 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Overweight 
& Obesity. Healthy Food Environments. Accessed 
December 2015 from http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/strate-
gies/healthy-food-env.html
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sweetened beverages per day. In 2011, the rate 
was 30% in Santa Cruz County versus 41% in 
California. By 2015, those numbers were 17% 
and 43%, respectively.

According to the 2019 CAP report, binge 
drinking has increased in Santa Cruz County, 
moving from a low of 12.2% in 2009 to a high of 
21.2% in 2019. Likewise, adolescents who ever 
have had an alcoholic drink have moved from a 
low of 18.6% in 2014 to a level of 54.3% in 2019. 
However, that has decreased from a high of 
65.1% in 2015.

Two SDGs—Reduced Inequalities and 
Sustainable Cities and Communities—were 

aligned to the Social and Community Context 
SDOH and its accompanying goals:

• Goal 1: By 2020, more Santa Cruz County 
residents will build meaningful social bridges 
across differences in age, race, ethnicity, class, 
and culture.

• Goal 2: By 2020, schools and communities 
will be safe, supportive, and engaging places 
for children, youth, and families.

• Goal 3: By 2020, more Santa Cruz County 
residents will feel empowered to experience 
and pursue long-term quality of life.

 

Although health is one of the important 
domains of overall quality of life, there are other 
domains as well, including jobs, housing, 
schools, the neighborhood, aspects of culture, 
values, and spirituality.26 Focusing on quality of 
life as an outcome can bridge boundaries between 
disciplines and between social, mental, and med-
ical services.

Over one-third (35.5%) of overall survey 
respondents believe that the cost of living/hous-
ing in Santa Cruz County takes away from their 
quality of life, followed by homelessness 
(22.3%). Since 2013, cost of living/housing has 
risen from the fifth-highest concern (13.0%) 
among survey respondents to the first (35.5%), a 
173% increase. The life satisfaction ladder cap-

26 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Health-
Related Quality of Life. Accessed September 2016 from 
http://www.cdc.gov/hrqol/concept.htm

tures a snapshot of wellbeing by asking survey 
respondents to rank where they land on a scale of 
0–10, with 10 being their best possible life and 0 
their worst possible life. One-half (50.8%) of 
survey respondents rated themselves highly on 
this ladder (rungs 8–10), 41.6% rated themselves 
a 5–7, and 7.6% responded 0–4.

Homelessness is usually the result of the 
cumulative impact of several factors, rather than 
a single cause. The scarcity of affordable housing 
in the United States, particularly in more urban 
areas where homelessness is more prevalent, is a 
major structural barrier to acquiring or maintain-
ing housing.27

27 National Alliance to End Homelessness. Snapshot of 
Homelessness. Accessed September 2016 from http://
w w w. e n d h o m e l e s s n e s s . o rg / p a g e s / s n a p s h o t _ 
of_homelessness
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Nationally, 552,830 people were homeless on 
a given night in the United States in January 
2018.28 Of that number, 33% were people in fam-
ilies, and 67% were individuals.29 The State of 
California had the highest rate of persons experi-
encing homelessness in unsheltered situations, 
with a rate of nearly 70% of the total homeless 
population.30 Locally, Santa Cruz County has one 
of the largest concentrations of people experienc-
ing homelessness in unsheltered situations 
(78%).31

That said, the number of homeless people in 
Santa Cruz County has fallen from a high of 
3,789  in 2007 to 2,167  in 2019. However, 
 homelessness is difficult to eradicate because 
many live under the radar, some prefer living this 
way, others have complex situations that may 
include physical and mental health issues, and 
other factors.

Solving these issues requires creative 
approaches. So, Santa Cruz County has insti-
tuted the Youth Homeless Demonstration 
Project with a grant from the federal govern-
ment. This program targets the estimated 600 
unaccompanied homeless youth, offering a 
drop-in center, host homes, rapid rehousing, a 
program for disabled youth or those with com-
plex problems, and other programs—including 
those intended to prevent youth from becoming 
homeless.

Civic engagement refers to individual and col-
lective actions designed to identify and address 
issues of public concern.32 Studies show that vol-
unteers become emotionally connected to the 

28 The U.S.  Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. (2019). The 2018 Annual Homeless 
Assessment Report to Congress.
29 The U.S.  Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. (2019). The 2018 Annual Homeless 
Assessment Report to Congress.
30 The U.S.  Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. (2019). The 2018 Annual Homeless 
Assessment Report to Congress.
31 The U.S.  Department of Housing and Urban 
Development. (2019). The 2018 Annual Homeless 
Assessment Report to Congress.
32 American Psychological Association. Civic 
Engagement. Accessed September 2016 from http://www.
apa.org/education/undergrad/civic-engagement.aspx

communities they serve, and they sustain com-
munity involvement after volunteering.33

Overall survey respondents reported in 2019 
that they had participated at lower levels in var-
ious civic engagement activities in the last 
12 months than during the previous 2017 sur-
vey year, including voting, attending public 
meetings, and communication with a local poli-
tician. How do we re-engage those people? The 
positive result would be a more equitable con-
nection with their local neighborhoods and 
communities.

Four SDGs—Peace, Justice, and Strong 
Institutions; Climate Action; Life Below the 
Water; and Life on Land—were aligned to the 
Neighborhood and Built Environment SDOH 
and its accompanying goals:

Public Safety
• Goal 1: By 2020, the juvenile crime rate will 

be reduced by 10% through the use of cultur-
ally responsive evidence-based strategies that 
promote positive interaction and reduce con-
flict with public safety officials.

• Goal 2: By 2020, there will be a 20% reduc-
tion in youth reporting gang involvement, 
resulting in a 10% reduction of gang- related 
criminal activity.

• Goal 3: By 2020, there will be a 10% decrease 
in arrests or citations of individuals with 
chronic SUD/COD through the increase of 
on-demand treatment for adults with such 
disorders.

• Goal 4: By 2020, the violent crime rate of 18- 
to 25-year-olds will be reduced by 10% 
through the use of targeted gang involvement 
intervention strategies, including restorative 

33 Gergen, Christopher. (2012, April 17). The Benefits of 
Civic Engagement for Tomorrow’s Leaders. Accessed 
September 2016 from https://www.whitehouse.gov/
b l o g / 2 0 1 2 / 0 4 / 1 7 / b e n e f i t s - c iv i c - e n ga g e m e n t - 
tomorrows-leaders
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practices, street outreach, and alternatives to 
adult gang involvement.

Natural Environment
• Goal 1: By 2020, residential per capita water 

use will be sustained at or under 2013 baseline 
levels through 2020.

• Goal 2: By 2020, 5% of homes in Santa Cruz 
County will have a solar electric or hot water 

system.
• Goal 3: By 2020, stewardship actions for our 

waters will be increased by 10%.
• Goal 4: By 2020, 50 miles of urban bike and 

multi-use trails will be constructed within 
Santa Cruz County to decrease traffic, increase 
active transportation, and connect urban areas 
to open spaces.

 

Unsafe neighborhoods are associated with 
high rates of infant mortality and low birth 
weight, juvenile delinquency, high school drop-
out, child abuse and neglect, and poor motor and 
social development among preschool children.34 
Conversely, children who live in highly support-
ive neighborhoods have positive outcomes, such 
as stronger connections with family, peers, and 
community, and greater participation in out-of- 
school programs, volunteering, and religious 
services.35

More than one-half (58.2%) of survey respon-
dents said they felt Very Safe in their neighbor-

34 Child Trends Data Bank. Neighborhood Safety. 
Accessed September 2016 from http://www.childtrends.
org/?indicators=neighborhood-safety
35 Child Trends Data Bank. Neighborhood Safety. 
Accessed September 2016 from http://www.childtrends.
org/?indicators=neighborhood-safety

hoods, while 29.8% of survey respondents were 
Very Concerned about crime in Santa Cruz 
County. Renter survey respondents were signifi-
cantly more likely than homeowner survey 
respondents to answer Very Concerned or 
Somewhat Concerned about violent crime and 
gangs in their neighborhoods in 2019. But 86.3% 
of respondents said that law enforcement person-
nel were Somewhat Trustworthy or Very 
Trustworthy.

Gangs operate in cities of all sizes throughout 
California and are responsible for much of the 
crime in the state.36 Research suggests that a 
comprehensive approach to gangs involving pre-

36 California Department of Justice, Division of Law 
Enforcement, Bureau of Investigation and Intelligence. 
(2010). Organized Crime in California. Retrieved from: 
http://oag.ca.gov/sites/all/files/agweb/pdfs/publications/
org_crime2010.pdf
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vention, intervention, and suppression efforts 
works better than suppression efforts alone.37

Youth who have been involved with the juve-
nile justice system are at increased risk of sub-
stance abuse, injury, and negative educational 
impacts. Many factors have been noted as con-
tributing to crime among youth, including pov-
erty, exposure to violence, maltreatment, 
substance abuse, and mental illness.38 Youth who 
have spent time in detention are more likely to 
engage in criminal behavior as adults and experi-
ence increased rates of attempted suicide and 
other mental health disorders.39

To address these particular issues, local groups 
established the Youth Violence Prevention Task 
Force as a way to build better relationships and 
improve trust among young people, adults, and 
law enforcement. Recently, several facilitated 
dialogs were held in each law enforcement juris-
diction so youth, adults, and police could engage 
in honest discourse about their challenges, oppor-
tunities, local experiences, and other issues that 
may prevent collaboration on community safety. 
As expected, some discussions were difficult, but 
they were successful in helping each group better 
understand the others.

The 2019 CAP report shows that the crime 
rate in Santa Cruz County has decreased from 
36.9 per 1000 residents in 2012 to 31.2 per 1000 
residents in 2018. Although this is encouraging, 
the rate is still slightly higher than California as a 
whole (28.5 per 1000 residents). However, the 
homicide rate for the County has dropped from 
4.5 per 100,000 people in 2012 to 2.3 per 100,000 
people in 2017. This is lower than the California 
rate of 5.2 per 100,000.

37 Howell, J. C. (2007). Menacing or mimicking? Realities 
of youth gangs. Juvenile and Family Court Journal, 58(2), 
39–50. Retrieved from: http://www.nationalgangcenter.
gov/Content/Documents/Menacing-or-Mimicking.pdf
38 Juvenile Arrests Summary  – Kidsdata.org. Kidsdata.
org. Available at: http://www.kidsdata.org/topic/30/juve-
nile-arrests/summary#jump=why-important. Accessed 
November 23, 2015.
39 Prevent Juvenile Delinquency. Policy for Results 2015. 
Available at: http://www.policyforresults.org/youth/pre-
vent-juvenile-delinquency. Accessed November 23, 2015.

Regarding the Natural Environment, the CAP 
reports that water use per person has increased 
between 2015 and 2018. In addition, county resi-
dents have increased the amount of trash per per-
son between 2011 and 2017. California likewise 
has increased in the same time period. It’s appar-
ent that residents need more education about con-
serving resources, especially in a state that has a 
reputation for environmentalism.

During the years between 2012 and 2018, 
county-wide transit ridership decreased from 
5,465,542 annual riders to 5,048,512. Meanwhile, 
69% of workers in 2018 drove alone to work, a 
dip of 1.1% from 2012. Again, this is an area for 
further investigation regarding the factors leading 
to these changes and what can be done to trans-
form transportation habits into those that are 
more environmentally responsible.

Poor air quality is harmful to people and can 
cause a variety of environmental problems, such 
as effects on wildlife, ozone depletion, and global 
climate change.40 Some groups of people are 
especially sensitive to poor air quality, including 
those with asthma, heart disease, and COPD 
(long-term lung disease).41 Outdoor air quality 
has improved since the 1990s, but many air qual-
ity problems persist. Ground-level ozone, the 
main part of smog, and particle pollution are two 
of the many threats to air quality and public 
health in the United States.42

6.6  A Detailed Example: 
Improving the Lives 
of Children and Youth

Grown out of a response to CAP findings, the 
County’s Youth Violence Prevention Task Force 
(YVPTF) was formed in late 2012 to assess and 

40 Commonwealth of Massachusetts, Executive Office of 
Energy and Environmental Affairs, Department of 
Environmental Protection. Accessed September 2016 
from http://www.mass.gov/eea/docs/dep/air/aq/health-
and-env-effects-air-pollutions.pdf
41 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Air Quality. 
http://www.cdc.gov/air/
42 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Air Quality. 
http://www.cdc.gov/air/
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address the needs and assets of Santa Cruz 
County relative to youth violence (United Way of 
Santa Cruz County n.d.). The YVPTF utilized 
CAP data and leveraged the RBA format to 
develop its strategic plan, which included 
evidence- based strategies to help turn the curve 
on youth violence in the county. The strategic 
plan continues to ensure that both organizational 
partners and community members have a shared 
understanding of their roles in supporting the 
community’s youth, both now and in the future. 
The long-term commitment of the YVPTF’s 
members is also emphasized. Prior to establish-
ing the YVPTF, Santa Cruz County had first 
gained notoriety for its use of RBA in success-
fully turning the curve on youth substance abuse. 
The initiative, Together for Youth (now 
Community Prevention Partners), implemented 
strategies that influenced data trends, bending 
them toward desired results (Friedman 2015).

Undeniably, change is ever a constant, and the 
CAP’s efforts to innovate have hardly stood still 
as the years have advanced. In fall 2018, with 
continued leadership from United Way, the CAP 
unveiled a new product, the Children and Youth 
Well-being Spotlight (CYWB). This document 
has focused on the most salient indicators impact-
ing the wellbeing of the community’s young peo-
ple. Remaining mindful of the importance of 
social connectedness, these measures are orga-
nized under four headings: economic wellbeing, 
education, health, and family and community. 
While the CAP took steps in past reporting years 
to more closely position its efforts beyond the 
community level, such as alignment with the 
Social Determinants of Health, in similar form, 
the CYWB made specific connections to the 
aspirations of the SDGs with its release.

Explicit integration of the SDGs into this and 
future efforts illustrate how Santa Cruz County 
continues to iteratively improve itself and its 
partnerships. Moreover, disparities were called 
out in the CYWB data. This shined a light on 
existing inequities within the county, with the 
intended goals of inciting interest, spurring 
engagement, and inspiring action. By focusing 
on those children and youth who were not at 
grade level or who did not earn their high school 

diplomas, the report emphasized the necessity of 
creating goals that would change trajectories for 
more vulnerable populations.

The life course of the CAP project has sup-
ported all the conditions necessary to localize the 
SDGs, providing solid framework for the CYWB 
to build upon. Indeed, this framework allowed 
the leadership of the CYWB to quickly mobilize 
under shared purpose, developing both an ambi-
tious report and a dynamic, web-based tool to 
help improve the lives of all young people in the 
county (Fig. 6.4).

Now Santa Cruz County is moving ahead with 
the next phase—a natural integration with the 
United Nations’ SDGs, which help to achieve 
wellbeing for all people. Adopted by Member 
States of the United Nations in 2015, the 17 
Sustainable Development Goals set forth an 
ambitious agenda outlining the path to wellbeing 
for all by 2030, importantly recognizing the 
interconnectedness of strategies necessary for 
accomplishing these goals (United Nations n.d.).

By connecting the work of the CYWB to the 
SDGs, the ways in which real and tangible results 
are realized locally can be connected back to 
global efforts of the UN’s SDGs. Normalizing 
the SDGs through named inclusion in CAP prod-
ucts encourages familiarity with the goals them-
selves as well as with the greater motivation for 
their initial establishment—to build a better 
world for everyone by 2030.

6.7  Conclusion

This article demonstrates how the United 
Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals can be 
leveraged to help communities around the world 
set workable and equitable goals to help improve 
quality of life for their residents. Santa Cruz 
County has been progressing for 25 years, thanks 
to its Community Assessment Project, which pro-
vides a clear overview of community quality of 
life, the successes in making positive changes, 
and the direction to improve less-than-ideal con-
ditions. By incorporating the UN’s SDGs into its 
existing Social Determinants of Health, the 
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County has now become integrated with a global 
movement toward health justice for everyone.

6.8  Generalizations

In general, it is most beneficial for communities to 
localize the Sustainable Development Goals by:

 1. Connecting to larger initiatives that focus on 
effective action, such as Social Determinants of 
Health (SDOH) and Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD)—When communities associate their 
goals with those of regional and global initia-
tives, it allows them to become part of a 
momentous collaboration targeting common 
issues that affect people everywhere. Each 
community interconnects to form a network 
stretching across the globe, solving humanity’s 
problems through cooperative involvement.

 2. Approaching the entire project from a para-
digm of wellbeing, equity, and health justice—
The primary goal is for communities to 
develop conditions that support a positive 
quality of life for all residents. Nearly all else 
is secondary.

 3. Building on successful strategies—When a 
community reflects on its successes, it is 
already moving in a positive direction. What 

strategies have been effective in the past to 
improve community health and wellbeing? 
What conditions helped to make those strate-
gies successful? What lessons were learned 
from any missteps? How can those lessons be 
applied here? These kinds of questions help a 
community move quickly in a positive direc-
tion with minimal blunders.

 4. Using a community assessment based on resi-
dent data, combined with objective and/or 
secondary data—The most reliable and bene-
ficial data will come from the people them-
selves—their experiences, their sense of what 
is important for them, their perceptions of 
where essential processes have failed or suc-
ceeded, and so on. However, although it is 
valuable, individual perception is not always 
reality. Therefore, objective data also must be 
included to help determine whether personal 
perceptions reflect reality for the greater 
population.

 5. Maintaining a sense of urgency—To delay is 
to lose valuable time that could be used for 
improving community wellbeing. Therefore, 
plan to act immediately or at least within a 
reasonable timeframe. It may be necessary to 
cull the activity list if it becomes a source of 
delay. Achieving a few goals in the near term 
is preferable to delaying action because of an 
inability to achieve a lengthy list of goals.

Fig. 6.4 The 2018 Children and Youth Well-being 
Spotlight was promoted through report and online for-
mats. From Applied Survey Research (2018). 2018 

Children and Youth Well-being Spotlight. [Graphic]. 
(Reprinted with permission)
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6.9  Recommendations

Communities wishing to leverage the UN’s SDGs 
to help improve quality of life for their residents 
and for the global population are advised to fol-
low a particular course of action. These recom-
mendations may be followed “as is,” or they may 
be adapted to specific needs within the 
community.

The first step is to establish the conditions 
necessary for community involvement. These 
conditions are detailed earlier in this paper: com-
mitment to well-being for all; population mea-
sures of well-being; and ability to coordinate 
action. Details may be adapted to fit the needs of 
specific communities, but the process should 
remain essentially intact.

The next step is to align your work within the 
framework of the SDGs by selecting those that 
are most relevant to your situations or that are 
most manageable and attainable. For example, 
large municipalities may have more resources to 
implement a more complete list, while smaller 
towns may be limited by lesser funding and fewer 
committee participants. The goal is to develop a 
plan that fits a community’s particular needs and 
resources. Highly visible and decisive results 
from these activities will help the community 
expand into other SDGs. Conversely, taking on 
too many goals at the onset will stall progress and 
discourage further participation. Not all SDGs 
need be implemented at once.

In Santa Cruz County, the United Way took on 
a leadership role for developing the CAP, with 
participation from many other local agencies and 
organizations—hospitals, educational institu-
tions, social service agencies, private individuals, 
nonprofit organizations, and other entities that 
saw mutual benefit from this type of cooperation. 
As a group, they helped determine the types of 
data they would require to achieve the Social 
Determinants of Health and, later, the SDGs. 
Participating organizations pooled their 
resources, according to their abilities, to help 
fund the CAP.  Because the project budget has 
been responsibly managed, the CAP has remained 

sustainable throughout the years, becoming the 
longest-running project of its type.

Next, conducting statistically valid, profes-
sionally administered surveys will provide the 
necessary data for a snapshot of current quality- 
of- life conditions and—with each successive 
survey—a comparison with past conditions. 
These surveys should generate data that can be 
applied to a community’s chosen SDGs, enabling 
a clear illustration of current status and a point 
from which to formulate improvement goals.

Note that it is important to engage profession-
als in creating the surveys to ensure that they are 
worded in a neutral fashion, so the questions do 
not compel the respondent to reply in a particular 
way. Professional survey organizations also will 
(or should) be involved with an institutional 
review board to ensure that respondents can feel 
secure in the knowledge that honest responses 
will not put them in jeopardy, legally or other-
wise. It’s recommended that professionals also 
conduct the surveys for the most valid results. 
However, if funds are limited, volunteers may 
perform this task—but only if they are properly 
trained and supervised in the fine points of sur-
vey taking.

Resulting data should be summed in a public 
report that is also available to the news media. 
This provides valuable information not only to 
citizens but also to agencies and organizations 
that are in a position to improve any negative out-
comes and to further support positive outcomes.

And finally, communities should track prog-
ress toward meeting their chosen SDG goals. 
Again, those goals will be different for every 
community, as evidenced by the way the City of 
Santa Cruz has instituted its own Health in All 
Policies, which addresses issues specific to the 
local community.

This means it will be necessary to follow up 
with additional surveys at regular intervals. This 
may be annually or biennially, based on local 
resources. In any event, they should not be sched-
uled at lengthy intervals because new data are 
necessary to track progress and allow processes 
to be adjusted, if necessary.

S. Brutschy et al.
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By following the United Nations’ SDGs, more 
communities, more nations, and ultimately the 
entire globe can enjoy true equity and health jus-
tice, along with the benefits of economic stability, 
quality education, improved health and health 
care, more livable communities, and a cleaner 
and more sustainable environment.
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Top-Down and Bottom-Up 
Approaches to the SDG Monitoring 
Challenge

Jessica Espey

7.1  Introduction

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
universally adopted by the world’s governments 
in 2015, aim to set a framework for action on eco-
nomic development, social inclusion, and envi-
ronmental sustainability. In the USA, the 
engagement of local government leaders in SDG 
implementation and associated monitoring is cru-
cial as 85% of the domestic population lives in 
cities and their surrounding metropolitan areas.1 
These cities are centers of economic enterprise 
and innovation. In 2017 the ten largest metropoli-
tan areas generated $6.8  trillion in economic 
value, surpassing the output of the sum of 37 US 
states.2 But they are also responsible for much of 
the country’s waste and environmental destruc-

1 SDSN’s calculations. See Espey, Jessica, Dahmm, 
Hayden, and Laurie Manderino (2018) Leaving No US 
Cities Behind: The U.S.  Cities SDG Index, Issue 2018, 
New York: UNSDSN. Available at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/US-Cities-Index-Report.pdf
2 USCM (2018) US Metro Economies: Economic Growth 
and Full Employment, Annual GMP Report, Prepared for 
The United States Conference of Mayors and The Council 
on Metro Economies and the New American City by HIS 
Markit. Available at: http://www.usmayors.org/wp-con-
tent /uploads/2018/06/Metro-Economies-GMP-
June-2018.pdf

tion, including more than 80% of the country’s 
CO2 emissions.3 It is cities in the USA that will 
make or break sustainable development for the 
country.

In support of city-level action on the SDGs, 
the UN Sustainable Development Solutions 
Network (SDSN) has been working with US cit-
ies since late 2014 exploring ways of localizing 
and implementing the global goals. Central to all 
of these discussions has been data, data which 
can tell city representatives their starting point, 
can support them to set realistic benchmarks 
between now and the 2030 deadline, and can help 
track their progress. Indeed, data has been such a 
foundational aspect of all of the local SDG imple-
mentation conversations SDSN has had across 
US cities (including in Atlanta, Baltimore, 
Boston, Los Angeles, Minneapolis, Milwaukee, 
New York, Orlando, San Jose, and South Bend) 
that in 2016 SDSN’s urban and data programs 
launched a crossover initiative called the Local 
Data Action project which aims to create a library 
of case studies and technical knowledge docu-
menting how to engage with and monitor the 
SDGs at city and regional levels. This has been a 
useful technical exercise which has showcased 
different methods and approaches for integrating 

3 Jones, C., and D. Kammen, (2014) Spatial Distribution 
of U.S.  Household Carbon Footprints Reveals 
Suburbanization Undermines Greenhouse Gas Benefits of 
Urban Population Density, Environmental Science & 
Technology, Vol 48, Issue 2, Pages 895–902.

J. Espey (*) 
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the SDGs in local planning and monitoring local 
progress; however local processes and data 
sources vary considerably, and so the local data 
generated is not directly comparable.

To support a more active comparison of prog-
ress across the USA and to encourage more cities 
to take up the SDGs, SDSN also pioneered a US 
Cities SDG Index.4 The index, first launched in 
2017, repeated in 2018 and 2019, aims to provide 
a set of comparable metrics across the 100 largest 
metropolitan areas in the USA, which show over-
arching progress on the Sustainable Development 
Goals. The SDG Index enables us to see which US 
cities and regions are faring well or performing 
badly on specific goals. The Index consists of 44 
indicators spanning 15 of the 17 SDGs. Goal 14 on 
Life Below Water and Goal 17 on Partnership for 
the Goals are excluded since they do not apply to 
many US cities and/or data are insufficient.

Both of these approaches to local SDG moni-
toring have benefits and limitations. A national 
index is advantageous in that it enables active 
comparison, can help generate support for the 
goals, can show areas that are underserved, and 
can help direct federal political attention and 
investment. Conversely a local, bottom-up 
approach to monitoring enables cities to utilize 
existing data resources and to map the alignment 
of their current policies and planning to the goals; 
it can also foster community engagement and buy 
in. This chapter critically evaluates the benefits 
and limitations of both approaches and makes 
recommendations on how cities should approach 
the challenge of local monitoring of the SDGs. It 
draws heavily upon learning from the SDSN’s 
USA Sustainable Cities Initiative, the preparation 
of the SDSN’s US Cities Index 2017 and 2018, 

4 Espey, Jessica, Dahmm, Hayden, and Laurie Manderino 
(2018) Leaving No US Cities Behind: The U.S.  Cities 
SDG Index, Issue 2018, New York: UNSDSN. Available 
at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/
US-Cities-Index-Report.pdf and Prakash, Mihir, Teksoz, 
Katerina, Espey, Jessica, Sachs, Jeffrey, Shank, Michael 
and Guido Schmidt-Traub (2017) Achieving a Sustainable 
Urban America, The U.S.  Cities SDG Index 2017, 
New York: UNSDSN. Available at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/08/US-Cities-SDG-Index-2017.pdf

and SDSN TReNDS’ Local Data Action 
project.5

7.2  A National Index for US 
Cities

7.2.1  Methods

The US Cities SDG Indices (2017, 2018, 2019), 
prepared by the SDSN, provide a portrait of sus-
tainable development at the local level for the 
100 most populous metropolitan areas in the 
USA.  In all studies, the metropolitan statistical 
area (MSA) is used as the geographic unit instead 
of the nuclear city, because more comparable 
data are available at this level. Additionally, 
many of the SDG challenges translate most natu-
rally onto the interconnected metropolitan region 
rather than individual jurisdictions within the 
MSAs. Nonetheless, the term “city” is used 
interchangeably with MSA to make the report 
more accessible and policy intuitive. Taken 
together the 100 MSAs within the index are 
home to 66% of the US population. The SDG 
Index enables us to see how US individual cities 
are performing on specific indicators for each 
goal. The 2018 index, which is a composite 
index, was calculated using 44 indicators span-
ning 15 of the 17 SDGs.

For each goal in the US Cities SDG Index, 
indicators that evaluate aspects of sustainable 
development have been identified, for which data 
are readily available and are consistently col-
lected across the country. These indicators map 
closely to the set of global SDG indicators pro-
posed by the UN’s Inter-Agency and Expert 
Group on SDG Indicators but were selected pri-
marily based on their relevance to the US context 
and their availability.

Although the index was calculated for 3 dif-
ferent years (2017, 2018, 2019), the results are 
not directly comparable. Improvements were 
made between versions to strengthen the meth-

5 For more information, visit: http://unsdsn.org/what-we-
do/solution-initiatives/usa-sustainable-cities-initiative-
usa-sci/ and https://www.sdsntrends.org/local-data-action
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odology, as well as to add some new indicators 
such as the food insecurity rate, infant birth 
weight, the percentage of 3–4  year-olds 
enrolled in school, and the percentage of busi-
nesses owned by women—all of which are cru-
cial measures for understanding equality of 
opportunity across the USA.  Overall, annual 
calculation of indices found that all US cities 
featured in this Index perform poorly on one or 
more goals and 60% of the cities studied are 
less than half way there, highlighting wide-
spread sustainable development challenges 
such as environmental degradation, access to 
vital infrastructure, and social disparities, 
among others.

The reports are intended to serve as a tool for 
US cities to track their progress over time, rela-
tive to an international standard of sustainable 
development. It is also hoped that the indices will 
enable cities to identify peers struggling with 
similar challenges and help facilitate a national 
dialogue on how to accelerate progress.

7.2.2  Impact and Lessons

Since the publication of the US Cities SDG 
Index, there are some discernible lessons, relat-
ing to the utility of the index for trends analysis 
and political engagement, as well as some limi-
tations, resulting from data availability and the 
utility of the data collected for local 
application.

7.3  Identifying Aggregate 
Trends Across the Country

In the 2017 edition of the US Cities SDG 
Index, a few striking results such as higher 
incidences of child poverty and acute racial 
inequalities across cities were highlighted. In 
the 2018 edition, these social inequalities were 
examined in more detail to better understand 
not only in which cities and MSAs the poorest 
and most marginalized live but also how social 
inequalities might be deepening deprivations 
within cities.

7.3.1  The First Major Finding: 
Poverty

Through disaggregation and correlation analysis, 
results show child poverty rates in nearly all 
MSAs are larger than poverty rates for the rest of 
the population (except Provo-Orem, UT). Nine 
MSAs have child poverty rates that are more than 
50% greater than the overall poverty rate in the 
given MSA.  Cape Coral-Fort Myers, Florida 
(FL), has a child poverty rate 67% greater than 
that of the overall poverty rate in that 
MSA.  McAllen-Edinburg-Mission, Texas (TX), 
has the highest child poverty rate in the country at 
44.7%, compared to a whole of population pov-
erty rate of 32.8% for the same region. Early pov-
erty is associated with negative outcomes later in 
life. The analysis performed corroborates this, as 
child poverty has been found to be correlated 
with youth being out of education or employment 
across the 100 MSAs in the sample (see Fig. 7.1).

7.3.2  The Second Major Finding: 
Racial Inequalities

US cities experience deep racial disparities. In 57 
MSAs in the 2018 index sample, the poverty rate 
among non-whites is at least twice that of whites, 
and in 6 MSAs, it is over 3 times the rate for 
whites (see Fig. 7.2). Similarly, non-white unem-
ployment rates are at least 50% greater than that 
for whites in 73 MSAs and are twice as large as 
that for whites in 34 MSAs (Espey et al. 2018).

These findings serve to demonstrate the multi-
dimensional nature of poverty in US cities and 
how different forms of inequality and deprivation 
can keep people trapped in cycles of poverty and 
poor health. The analysis found correlations 
between high poverty levels among non-whites, 
infant mortality, and other acute health concerns 
such as food insecurity, obesity, and deaths from 
heart attack, reinforcing other literature and panel 
studies that suggest poverty can affect the entire 
life cycle.

The compilation of national indices on the 
SDGs, drawing upon federally comparable indi-
cators, has proven exceptionally helpful for 

7 Top-Down and Bottom-Up Approaches to the SDG Monitoring Challenge
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Fig. 7.1 Correlation of child poverty and disconnected youth in US cities. (Source: Espey et al. 2018, p. 28)

Fig. 7.2 Ratio of white to non-white poverty in the 100 most populous USA metropolitan statistical areas. (Source: 
Espey et al. 2018, p. 28)

J. Espey
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understanding common challenges and trends 
across US cities, around which mayors and local 
government leaders can mobilize and share les-
sons. Trend analysis such as this also hints at 
policy interventions, such as targeted policies 
early in the life cycle, which can help disrupt 
inherited disadvantage and the intergenerational 
transfer of poverty.

However, the utility of this kind of analysis for 
policy development is limited by the fact that 
only federally comparable data could be used, 
which is often geographically limited, meaning it 
cannot be disaggregated within cities, by blocks, 
or specific grid streets. This kind of disaggrega-
tion is often essential for local governments look-
ing to provide cost-effective targeted interventions 
to particular communities.

7.4  Political Engagement

The US Cities SDG Index reports are intended to 
be a technical resource but also an advocacy tool. 
Even in the past year, the index report has helped 
to foster interest in the SDGs among mayors and 
other local government leaders on the relevance 
and utility of the SDG framework, for example, 
through discussion sessions at meetings of the 
US Conference of Mayors and by encouraging 
shared learning among well- performing and 
struggling cities.6 San Jose and Los Angeles, for 
example, who both perform well on the 2017 and 
2018 index reports have used their rankings to 
produce articles and host local seminars on the 
relevance of the SDGs with the active engage-
ment of their city leadership, thereby cementing 
their political commitment to the SDG agenda.7 

6 http://unsdsn.org/news/2018/01/29/us-mayors-inspiring-
local-change-through-global-sdgs/ [Last accessed 
27.10.2019] http://unsdsn.org/news/2019/03/01/sdsn-
publishes-new-guide-for-us-cities/ [Last accessed 
27.10.2019] https://www.sdgcompacts.org/news/2018/1/ 
25/us-conference-of-mayors-sdgs [Last accessed 
27.10.2019].
7 https://www.fastcompany.com/40451569/how-u-s-cit-
ies-stack-up-on-the-sustainable-development-goals 
[Last accessed 27.10.2019] https://grist.org/article/
which-american-cities-are-the-most-sustainable/ [Last 
accessed 27.10.2019].

The reports themselves have also garnered con-
siderable media interest from outlets such as 
USA News, Bloomberg, Vice, Fast Company, the 
Seattle Times, and the Boston Globe.8 This has 
helped to spur interest from city officials in areas 
not currently mainstreaming or adopting the 
SDG framework and thereby kick- starting con-
versations on SDG implementation, for example, 
in Boston, MA; Cambridge, MA; Orlando, FL; 
and Atlanta, GA.

Given that the indices derive a large number of 
the measures from federal data sources, the 
national-level cities index has encouraged posi-
tive exchange with the US federal government 
regarding open data and governance. Focus is on 
how to integrate these metrics into the federal 
government dashboard (https://sdg.data.gov) and 
use the index to help track the status of sustain-
able development across its cities and MSAs.

While this kind of media attention and federal- 
level engagement has helped to focus attention 
on the SDGs and has piqued the interest of new 
localities, it has not encouraged a substantive dis-
cussion about how we approach local monitoring 
or policy implementation. Instead, most cities 
SDSN has engaged with have referred to the 
index reports as a tool to kick-start a conversation 
on shared challenges and collaborative working 
across cities.

7.5  Data Availability

A major constraint in preparing the 2017, 2018 
and 2019 indexes was data availability. Many 
crucial sustainable development indicators had to 
be excluded as the data were either unavailable, 
were not standardized across cities, or had lim-
ited coverage. It was therefore necessary to use 
data at the level of the broader metropolitan sta-
tistical area, which opened up data sources like 

https://www.lamayor.org/mayor-garcetti-announces-part-
nership-occidental-college-advance-sustainable-develop-
ment-goals [Last accessed 27.10.2019].
8 http://unsdsn.org/news/2018/06/26/media-wrap-up-of-
the-2018-u-s-cities-sdg-index-report/ [Last accessed 
27.10.2019].
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the Census and its associated American 
Community Survey.

Positively, MSAs provide a more holistic pic-
ture of local sustainable development as they 
typically represent a large central city and adja-
cent areas of regional influence. This provides a 
larger representation of an urban settlement. 
However, even at the level of the MSA, data 
availability was limited. For example, to provide 
an indicator for Goal 7: Ensure access to afford-
able, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for 
all, state-level data had to be drawn upon and val-
ues assigned to the MSA.  Therefore, the data 
lacks a certain geographic precision, as data on 
the source of energy at the city level was 
unavailable.

Other indicators such as “number of homes 
with rooftop solar panels” or “local investments 
in renewable energy” were explored, but no con-
sistent or standard metric was available. Similarly, 
“carbon emissions per capita” is the only indica-
tor under Goal 13: Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts. This variable 
comes from a nongovernmental source—
Berkeley University’s Cool Climate Institute.9 
Indicators that measured urban disaster risk man-
agement and resiliency planning were pursued, 
but no standard measures across enough MSAs 
were available.

Perhaps most shockingly, a number of funda-
mental life-saving indicators were also not avail-
able or were severely limited, such as maternal 
mortality data, including teenage births, mental 
health, and drug usage. There are a number of 
reasons for this, including a lack of open data 
policies, as well as the absence of federal stan-
dards for the compilation of many nationwide 
health indicators. As such, many of the health 
indicators collected sub-nationally are done so 
using locally defined methodologies which are, 
in some instances, irreconcilable:

As of 2018, only seven of the 100 MSAs had 
accessible data on maternal mortality, while more 
than half of the teenage birth data provided at the 

9 For more information, visit their website. Available at: 
http://coolclimate.berkeley.edu/index [Last accessed 
March 2019].

MSA level have poor population coverage. A simi-
lar problem was experienced with regards to infant 
mortality data; although 97 MSAs have some 
available data on infant mortality, only 61 MSAs 
have data covering 75% or more of the 
population.10

The limited availability of open, comparable 
data across MSAs, and cities, poses a severe chal-
lenge for the federal government if it is to judi-
ciously allocate resources and direct policies to 
support the SDGs and for citizens to monitor 
change and hold their leaders to account. 
Furthermore, it compromises regional 
approaches, across cities and states, on shared 
challenges such as waste management, popula-
tion migration, drug policing, and other issues 
which are central to all US cities and regions.

7.6  Ground-Up SDG Localization

7.6.1  Methods

In September 2015, the Sustainable Development 
Solutions Network (SDSN) partnered with 
leading academic institutions through the USA 
Sustainable Cities Initiative (USA-SCI) to pilot 
processes for long-term strategies on the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in three 
US cities: New York, San José, and Baltimore. 
The foundation of the pilot cities’ SDG strategy 
process was “start with where we are” and as 
such to look at existing city plans and programs, 
as well as data to see how the city was fairing on 
the 17 SDG goals and associated 149 targets. 
Across all three cities, residents and officials 
agreed that the SDG indicators and data provided 
a common language for strategy building, help-
ing to structure coherent discussions about coor-
dinated city initiatives in order to meet the goals 
by 2030 and beyond. The first activity undertaken 
in all three cities was therefore to map existing 

10 Espey, Jessica, Dahmm, Hayden, and Laurie Manderino 
(2018) Leaving No US Cities Behind: The U.S.  Cities 
SDG Index, Issue 2018, New York: UNSDSN. Available 
at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/
US-Cities-Index-Report.pdf (p. 33).
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data sources to the SDG indicators (for which an 
SDG Mapping Worksheet was developed11). 
Thereafter city policies and plans of relevance 
would be mapped to the targets.

Given the centrality placed upon data in these 
initial city strategy discussions, in 2016 SDSN 
went a step further, launching a Local Data 
Action (LDA) project exclusively focused on dif-
ferent approaches to local SDG monitoring. The 
Local Data Action project, a joint endeavor by 
SDSN Cities and SDSN TReNDS, did not pres-
ent a particular model but instead aimed to create 
a library of case studies and technical knowledge 
documenting how global cities and localities 
were currently engaging with and monitoring the 
SDGs. Knowledge was curated locally, in consul-
tation with city staff, technical partners, and other 
stakeholders. As of 2019, SDSN has worked with 
nine partners representing cities, regions, and 
networks of cities from around the world.12 The 
group explored themes related to (1) indicator 
localization (how to tailor the global indicators to 
the subnational context and identify additional 
local indicators to promote SDG action and 
achievement); (2) data platforms (identifying 
data dashboard models to provide easy-to-use 
granular data on SDG dimensions); (3) the use of 
third-party data (filling sub-national data system 
gaps with third-party data, such as citizen- 
generated or telecommunications data); and (4) 
national to local data integration (specifically 
focusing on methods for aligning and integrating 
national and subnational SDG reporting 
systems).13 The case studies were structured 
around five key questions: (1) What are the most 
pressing SDG-related problems? (2) What was 
the identified data solution? (3) What was the 
building process, including the various steps 

11 Available at: http://unsdsn.org/what-we-do/solution-ini-
tiatives/usa-sustainable-cities-initiative-usa-sci/
12 Aruba, Belo Horizonte in Brazil, a network of munici-
palities in Colombia, Patiala in India, LA in the USA, 
Bristol in the UK (all 2018), Baltimore in USA (2017), 
California Bay Area in the USA (2017), and a network of 
municipalities in Brazil (2017). Visit: https://www.sdsn-
trends.org/local-data-action
13 For more information, visit: https://www.sdsntrends.
org/local-data-action

involved? (4) What are the strengths and weak-
nesses of the approach, as discussed with local 
stakeholders? (5) How replicable is the model in 
other contexts?

7.6.2  Impact and Lessons

As a result of these programs, SDSN has docu-
mented emerging practices on local SDG moni-
toring in four US cities; Baltimore, San Jose, 
New York, and Los Angeles.

Four years since SDSN’s localization studies 
began, we have identified a number of insights 
from across cities and regions working to moni-
tor and achieve the SDGs.

7.7  Local SDG Monitoring Efforts 
Gain Most Traction When 
Aligned with Existing City 
Planning and Measurement 
Frameworks

Nearly all of the cities and regions studied noted 
that it was hard to pique local political interest 
unless the SDG framework was presented as an 
additive framework that would support and 
improve upon existing plans and commitments, 
including the priorities articulated by the mayor 
or local government leader in their election mani-
festos. As such, local partners within academic 
institutions and city stakeholders recommended 
mapping SDG indicators onto existing local 
strategies and monitoring tools, for example, in 
San Jose, local academic partners undertaking 
SDG mapping looked at how the SDGs might 
support the city’s new 15-year Climate Smart San 
Jose sustainability plan. In part because of this 
work, the city placed a strong emphasis on people 
and quality of life, as well as environmental out-
comes, in the final strategy launched in 2017.14 
This approach was mirrored on the other side of 
the world, in Patiala, India, where the SDG strat-
egy was developed around the stated priorities of 

14 For more on the Climate Smart San Jose plan, visit 
http://www.sanjoseca.gov/climatesmartsanjose
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the city’s leadership, which aligned with SDGs 
relating to health (3), water and sanitation (6), 
industry and infrastructure (9), sustainable cities 
(11), climate change (13), and good governance 
(16). This simple connect-the-dots approach was 
found to reduce any skepticism and improve buy-
 in from local officials.

In the case of LA, where the mayor has played 
a leadership role in promoting the SDGs, the 
local research team developed a list of proposed 
local SDG indicators that aligned with LA’s 
Sustainable City pLAn. The team aimed to pro-
pose a set of targets and associated indicators that 
would enable a more coordinated government 
effort to achieve the SDGs.

The advantage of aligning SDG planning and 
monitoring exercises with existing local strate-
gies and plans is that it can encourage better 
cross-governmental coordination and minimize 
excessive, cumbersome local monitoring. But 
unless a clear commitment is also made to pro-
gressively meet the other “missing” goal areas, it 
risks being a “pick-and-choose” approach which 
may jeopardize the integrated and indivisible 
nature of the SDGs.

7.8  The SDGs and the Official 
Indicators Provide 
a Common Language, 
to Encourage Coordination 
and Where Possible Active 
Comparison

Across the cities studied, local stakeholders 
praised the utility of the SDG indicator frame-
work (the set of 240 indicators recommended by 
Inter-Agency and Expert Group on Sustainable 
Development Goal Indicators  – IAEG-SDG15) 
for providing a common language—one which 
enabled diverse city stakeholders to talk about 
their objectives in reference to specific metrics 
and outcomes. Using a data-informed approach 
also helped ensure that conversations about pri-

15 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/iaeg-sdgs/ See also the 
e-handbook on SDG indicators, available at https://
unstats.un.org/wiki/display/SDGeHandbook/Home

orities and targets (including target thresholds) 
were evidence-based and locally relevant.

All of the cities studied drew upon the set of 
IAEG-SDG indicators to some degree in their 
initial discussions, either just for inspiration 
when designing their own locally relevant indica-
tors or as the basis for their monitoring frame-
work. On a few dimensions, such as CO2 
emissions and urban sprawl, the discussions have 
consequently spawned cross-city discussions on 
methodological alignment (e.g., in the sidelines 
of the recent Winter US Conference of Mayors 
meeting), which may eventually enable active 
cross-city comparison. However, it was pointed 
out by a number of cities, such as LA, USA, and 
Bristol, UK, that global indicators are not always 
directly relevant and appropriate for a city con-
text and the city’s jurisdiction may limit its abil-
ity to affect achievement. For example, target 
levels (e.g., national versus sub-national), geo-
graphic context (e.g., coastal versus landlocked), 
and various data constraints have implications for 
how cities utilize the official indicators and struc-
ture city-level SDG monitoring. Therefore, it is 
imperative that local stakeholders critically ana-
lyze the relevance of the local IAEG-SDG indi-
cators and then work together to craft a functional 
set of local indicators that can better support local 
policies and planning.

7.9  The Necessity to Develop 
Additional Local SDG 
Measures

In all of the cities studied, stakeholders felt the 
need to tailor the IAEG-SDG indicators or sig-
nificantly add to them to better reflect local pri-
orities and conditions. For example, in Baltimore, 
stakeholder discussions on appropriate measure-
ment indicators for SDG 1 turned to the topic of 
causes of poverty in the city. Stakeholders con-
cluded that “liquid asset poverty,” households 
with at least 3  months of accessible cash, is a 
strong indication that a household may not be 
resilient to shocks such as layoffs in an economic 
recession, illness of the household breadwinner, 
or property damage in an environmental disaster. 
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Consequently, the group determined that a mea-
sure of liquid asset poverty should be included as 
an indicator to track the city’s progress in achiev-
ing SDG 1, over a more basic measure of income 
poverty. There are clear benefits to tailoring the 
IAEG indicators to make them more locally rel-
evant and useful for policy purposes; however, 
the wide variation in SDG indicators being used 
across cities, and very different approaches being 
utilized to identify new indicators or proxies for 
SDG outcomes in different cities, presents chal-
lenges when seeking to review local, regional, or 
aggregate national progress and/or to use local 
data to complement national SDG monitoring 
efforts.

7.10  Local SDG Monitoring Is 
Encouraging the Use of New 
Data Sources and Is 
Supporting the Push 
for Open Data

Across all of the cities studied, acute data gaps 
were identified where both federal and local data 
were missing for key SDG dimensions, for exam-
ple, timely, disaggregated measures of maternal 
mortality. City stakeholders expressed their 
eagerness to fill these gaps as soon as possible, 
rather than waiting for the production of addi-
tional official statistics from the National 
Statistical Office or local government. City stake-
holders would utilize new methodologies and 
external partnerships, even though these pro-
cesses are costly and time-consuming. In San 
Jose, for example, Stanford University provided 
a prototype dashboard to the city, of the kinds of 
block-level analysis that could be done using 
third-party data on vehicle miles traveled and 
workers commuting time. Specifically, they used 
LEHD Origin-Destination Employment Statistics 
(LODES) and the Google Maps Directions API 
to estimate the vehicle miles traveled (VMT) by 
both residents and workers who drive alone to 
and from individual block groups.16 Discussions 

16 Ouyang, D. and J. Lundquist (2017) ‘Data Tools for the 
California Bay Area’, SDSN TReNDS Working Paper. 

on new data sources and methods were active in 
all of the cities studied, though few had actively 
started curating third-party data over time, sug-
gesting the challenges of finalizing methods and 
brokering fair, secure, and sustainable agree-
ments with third-party data providers.17

In all of the cities studied, local stakeholders 
were eager to set up SDG data monitoring mech-
anisms and platforms which would enable easy 
tracking of SDG progress. Academic partners in 
San José and Baltimore are currently in the pro-
cess of researching and setting up SDG data sys-
tems for the cities, which are open source, align 
with existing datasets, and provide user-friendly 
visualization tools for policy-makers and public 
citizens. Additionally, in New York, groups like 
Measure of America are looking at how to expand 
their current open-source city dashboards to also 
map the city’s OneNYC and SDG indicators. All 
three cities are considering methods for integrat-
ing these with the US’s national reporting plat-
form for the SDGs. In every case, city stakeholders 
expressed the necessity to make the data dash-
boards open source and readily accessible for 
government policy-makers and planners, as well 
as local residents so they might use the dashboard 
to track progress within their communities and 
hold city representatives to account.

7.11  Conclusion: A Twin 
Monitoring Approach 
for City-Level Action 
and Political Engagement

This chapter has reflected upon two different 
methodologies for local SDG monitoring, 
employed by SDSN and its local US partners. 
The first method involved a centralized, top- 
down review of comparable cross-national indi-
cators and the subsequent compilation of a US 

SDSN: New York. Available at: http://unsdsn.org/wp-con-
tent/uploads/2017/09/180123-trends-brief-sanjose-sdg-
platform.pdf
17 As further discussed in SDSN TReNDS’ related project 
Contracts for Data Collaboration, visit: https://www.sdsn-
trends.org/blog/2019/1/22/introducing-contracts-data- 
collaboration
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SDG Cities Index. The second method has 
involved local community mapping of existing 
indicators and metrics to the SDGs and the iden-
tification of relevant local proxies (as in San Jose, 
New York, Baltimore, and Los Angeles).

While the centralized, top-down approach has 
piqued high-level political interest, in large part 
thanks to media coverage, and is encouraging 
constructive competition among cities, the indi-
cators used within the index are themselves too 
high level as to be useful for much of the day-to- 
day monitoring and administration of city halls. 
Furthermore, there are acute data gaps, partly 
resulting from diverse monitoring methods across 
cities, which local governments and stakeholders 
will need to fill to make the framework useful.

In San Jose, Baltimore, Los Angeles, and 
New York, the engagement of a broad range of 
city stakeholders and the consensual approach to 
SDG implementing and monitoring has helped to 
raise awareness about the SDGs and foster local 
buy-in and has eased integration of the SDGs into 
existing city plans, but it will only drive more 
ambitious monitoring and policy change if subse-
quent analysis is done to see what SDG dimen-
sions are excluded and how they can be integrated 
and prioritized over time.

Lessons from both of these exercises show the 
utility of the SDG framework and its associated 
indicators for encouraging more ambitious and 
comprehensive sustainable development moni-
toring and for encouraging Mayoral engagement; 
however they also point to the necessity to 

employ a two-pronged approach to subnational 
monitoring of the SDGs, involving the use of 
headline political indicators to sustain political 
interest and attention, as well as more nuanced 
city-specific proxies to support implementation 
of local policies and programs.
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8.1  Introduction

In this chapter, we explore how Community 
Indicator Systems (CISs), online platforms that 
communities use to share and visualize data to 
inform policies and decisions at the local level, 
can facilitate and drive localization of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Using 
our decade-long experience with Peg,1 as a case 
study, we explore the conditions under which 
CISs can succeed in stimulating local action for 
SDG implementation and support measuring 
progress toward the SDGs. A key principle of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and 
the Sustainable Development Goals is that imple-
mentation should take place from the bottom-up. 
Within the global framework of 17 Goals and 169 
targets that the international community adopted 
in September 2015, actors at all levels are encour-
aged to develop their path to making progress on 
global challenges. Provinces, regions, cities, 
communities, and other sub-national entities are 

1 Peg is a CIS for the City of Winnipeg, in Manitoba, 
Canada.

encouraged to “localize” the SDGs, that is, to 
define local challenges and priorities within the 
context of the SDGs and to develop locally 
appropriate strategies for SDG implementation. 
This principle is both an opportunity and a major 
challenge for communities. The SDGs can act as 
a powerful driver of positive local change; how-
ever, unlocking this potential requires translating 
the SDGs into the local context and establishing 
monitoring systems that are meaningful to local 
users, while allowing reporting that contributes 
to assessments of progress at the international 
level.

8.2  A Bottom-Up World

Although a global effort, the ability for nations to 
tailor their approach is a trademark feature of the 
SDGs. Several years after the adoption of the 
SDGs, the bottom-up approach is starting to gain 
traction. Many UN member states have devel-
oped and submitted a Voluntary National Review 
(VNR) to the UN High-level Political Forum on 
Sustainable Development (HLPF).2 VNRs are the 
national plans through which governments detail 
their national priorities, targets, strategies, and 
metrics to assess progress. At the sub-national 
level, several cities, including New York City and 
three Japanese cities, have developed VNRs 

2 The main body for reviewing progress toward the SDGs.
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(IGES 2018). Communities, in various countries, 
are also localizing the SDGs through the devel-
opment of community dashboards (Hawaii, USA; 
San Jose, USA; British Columbia, Canada) and 
local data hubs (New York, USA; Cambridge, 
Canada; and Winnipeg, Canada). These efforts 
are demonstrating that localizing the SDGs 
through measurement and reporting is a promis-
ing way to engage local actors and community 
members in action for SDG implementation.

While the reports of successful SDG localiza-
tion are encouraging, they also reveal a funda-
mental challenge in measuring and reporting 
progress at the local level. The UN SDG indica-
tor framework, a collection of 232 indicators that 
countries can use to report national progress on 
the 169 SDG targets, is not suitable to monitor 
progress in a local context. Many of the UN SDG 
indicators require data that is not available at the 
local level or is difficult to collect. Other SDG 
indicators may not resonate with local communi-
ties in all global regions, and risk ignoring impor-
tant areas for action. Homelessness, for example, 
is a key issue that affects community well-being 
in North America, and many communities are 
beginning to track the number of homeless peo-
ple to inform decisions on investments in hous-
ing, social support programs, and emergency 
shelters. Under the SDGs, however, homeless-
ness is combined with other forms of inadequate 
housing into one indicator on a target referring to 
inadequate housing, access to services, and con-
ditions in slums. Reductions in homelessness 
alone, while vital for many communities, are not 
well reflected in the context of the UN SDG indi-
cator framework. The UN SDG indicator frame-
work is a highly efficient system for measuring 
global progress, but it does not capture progress 
on the specific issues that are vital for community 
well-being in the eyes of community members.

How then can communities track progress on 
their own initiatives for SDG implementation 
in a way that links local conditions and priorities 
to the shared global aspirations and targets 
represented in the SDGs? One solution is to 
leverage existing local community-driven indicator 

systems that link data on local progress to 
national targets. Over the past decade, many 
communities around the world have developed 
Community Indicator Systems (CIS), online plat-
forms that communities can use to share and 
visualize data to inform policies and decisions at 
the local level. CISs have evolved into an impor-
tant tool for citizens to access, understand, and 
share information about their communities and 
stimulate action on key issues of community 
well-being. While CISs have helped facilitate 
positive change in many communities to date, 
their high cost has made them inaccessible for 
smaller communities or communities in poor 
countries.

In the following sections, we report on our 
experiences in “retrofitting” an existing CIS to 
allow users to interpret local data in the context 
of the global SDGs and to reduce the cost and 
other barriers that may prevent more widespread 
use of CIS to track community well-being and 
SDG implementation at the local level.

In 2013, the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development (IISD) in partnership 
with the United Way of Winnipeg (UWW) devel-
oped Peg, an online CIS for the citizens of 
Winnipeg, the largest city of the province of 
Manitoba, Canada. The data, indicators, and 
themes used to populate Peg were developed dur-
ing a 2-year process of consultations and co- 
creation with community partners to ensure that 
the platform captures the issues that Winnipeggers 
care about most and that are important to track 
the city’s vitality and well-being. In 2018, after 
winning multiple awards and gaining widespread 
recognition in Winnipeg and beyond, Peg was 
redesigned in a more user-friendly platform that 
links the existing indicator system to the SDGs. 
At the same time, IISD began exploring how the 
experience with Peg could be replicated in other 
communities in Canada and in other countries 
such as Peterborough Ontario, Cape Breton Nova 
Scotia, Trinidad and Tobago, and El Salvador.

We use Peg as a case study to explore how, and 
under what conditions, CISs can support localizing 
the SDGs. In this work, localizing is a process of 

J. Temmer and S. Jungcurt



99

creating linkages, through data and other infor-
mation, between local concerns and priorities and 
national goals, so that the SDGs can assist in 
driving local change and serve as a framing refer-
ence against which to report and compare local 
progress.

This chapter begins by reviewing recent 
research on the role of community well-being 
and how measuring community well-being can 
support localizing the SDGs. The subsequent 
sections tell the story of Peg in three parts: (1) 
preliminary work and development of an indica-
tor framework that measures what matters to 
Winnipeggers (2009–2012); (2) the development 
and use of the initial Peg platform (2013–2018); 
and (3) the redesign of Peg, to link the existing 
indicators to the SDGs, and the process of devel-
oping a software tool that facilitates the develop-
ment and maintenance of other CIS portals.

We assert that, because CIS have long sup-
ported data-informed decision-making to drive 
community well-being, they are a well-suited 
tool to assist communities in tracking local SDG 
progress. Likewise, the SDGs, as a global move-
ment to spur action on sustainable development 
concerns, provide a lens by which to reinvigorate 
interest in data and action on local priorities in 
communities around the world.

8.3  Measuring Community 
Well-being to Localize 
the SDGs

8.3.1  Community Well-being

Community well-being is a concept connected to 
locally shared culture, norms, and values. 
Indigenous communities around the world iden-
tify with “The Good Life” as an essential element 
of their cosmovision. Andean groups call it 
“Sumak Kawsay” or “Buen Vivir” perceiving 
well-being as a way to live in harmony with one-
self, others, and with nature (Altmann 2013). In 
Canada, the Cree people call the good life “Mino- 
pimatisiwin.” This concept similarly encom-
passes the notion of harmony, respect, growth, 
and healing by all. Here, relationships are a key 

value, underlining the importance of community 
(Deer and Falkenberg 2016). Western cultures 
tend to view community well-being as a balance 
between individual and community prosperity, 
under a backdrop of social, economic, environ-
mental, spiritual, and cultural lenses (Lee and 
Kim 2015). Considering the broad nature of the 
definition of community well-being, there is little 
surprise that measurement is equally as 
complex.

8.3.2  Measuring Community 
Well-being

Community indicator frameworks have grown 
out of an understanding that national-level indi-
cators of the economy or GDP alone are insuffi-
cient measures of community health and vitality 
(Kim 2016). Quantitative definitions of commu-
nity well-being most commonly include themes 
of social vitality and public engagement, employ-
ment, education, housing affordability, the natu-
ral environment, physical and mental health, 
sport and cultural activities, time use, and basic 
needs (Frankish et  al. 2002; CIW 2016). There 
are as many interpretations of community well- 
being as there are communities to define it. At its 
most basic, measuring well-being is the “process 
of measuring the status of the community as it 
pertains to the goals for the community” (Perry 
and Temple 2015, p.  6). Every community has 
unique issues, values, and goals, and thus, the 
indicators used to measure well-being often vary 
from place to place (Ibid.).

The literature points to five predominant the-
matic indicator measurement movements that 
have influenced the field of community well- 
being measurement. These are Quality of Life, 
Healthy Communities, Sustainability, 
Government Performance and Benchmarking 
and “Subjective Well-being,” which incorporates 
Public Happiness and Life Satisfaction. CIS sys-
tems have attempted to collect data for indicators 
based on these themes (Warner 2014; Cummins 
et  al. 2002). Localizing the SDGs can connect 
these five thematic measurement movements to 
the Global Goals.
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8.3.3  The Sustainable Development 
Goals

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 
which includes the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), was adopted by all UN member 
states in September 2015. The SDGs are an ambi-
tious framework with 17 goals, 169 targets, and 
232 accompanying indicators. The framework is 
holistic, integrated, and universal in nature. 
Unlike their predecessor, the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), the SDGs address 
changes and challenges that all countries should 
address. They express aspirations for humanity 
as a whole and provide concrete, measurable tar-
gets, with a target date of 2030 to put the world 
on a pathway toward achieving these aspirations. 
Implementing the SDGs is thus the collective 
responsibility of all countries and all communi-
ties within them, irrespective of their social, eco-
nomic, or environmental situations (UN-DESA 
2018).

8.3.4  Localizing the SDGs

While the 2030 Agenda is a global effort, its suc-
cess hinges on local commitments, investments, 
actions and cooperation, and engagement by 
actors across multiple stakeholder groups. SDG 
localization is key to achieving the 2030 Agenda 
and is particularly strategic as regional and local 
governments play a large role in service provi-
sion, education, health care, and ensuring a good 
quality of life for citizens (UCLG 2017).

SDG localization is a process whereby the 
SDGs are adapted, implemented, and measured 
at the sub-national or local level (UNDP 2018; 
UN-Habitat and Global Task Force 2018). The 
Global Taskforce of Local and Regional 
Governments has stressed that SDG localization 
is essential for achieving the 2030 Agenda and 
that local and regional governments can acceler-
ate this process (UCLG 2018). A recent review of 
sub-national and regional governments’ role in 
SDG implementation highlighted the role of 
local governments in developing pro-poor poli-
cies, raising awareness, and increasing availabil-

ity of and access to local data. The review also 
highlighted that bottom-up approaches are more 
effective than implementation from the top-down 
(UCLG 2017). The countries who presented 
Voluntary National Reviews (VNRs) in 2016 and 
2017 comprised approximately 400,000 sub- 
national governments representing over 5.2 bil-
lion citizens. These local actors play a strategic 
and important role in realizing the objectives of 
the 2030 Agenda, including monitoring indicator 
progress against realistic targets for each locality 
(UCLG 2017). At the HLPF in 2018, New York 
City formally presented the first Voluntary Local 
Review (VLR) (New York City Mayor’s Office 
for International Affairs n.d.).

Around the world, variations of SDG localiza-
tion processes are taking place. Of the 63 coun-
tries who submitted VNRs in 2016 and 2017, 38 
countries reported on local government participa-
tion (UCLG 2017). On the African continent, 
countries such as Somalia and Tunisia are taking 
on SDG localization activities through research, 
policy and strategy development, public educa-
tion, and community-based projects (SIDRA and 
UNDP Somalia 2018; UNDP Tunisia 2018). In 
Latin America, Colombia is considered a leader 
in monitoring regional SDG implementation 
through the SDG Colombia Platform 
(Government of Colombia 2018).

In Europe, regional programs from 15 local 
authorities in Germany’s North Rhine-Westphalia 
area have developed sustainability strategies 
based on the SDG framework (European Union 
2018).The City of Amsterdam, Netherlands has 
committed to SDG localization by supporting 
social innovators to raise awareness about the 
SDGs and track both existing and emerging ini-
tiatives across the city. City-led programs such as 
“the Action Program on Social Entrepreneurship” 
and “Amsterdam Impact” create opportunities for 
idea exchange, promotion, and access to funding 
(Social Challenges EU Innovation Platform n.d.).

Across North America, SDG localization is 
occurring at different rates using a variety of 
methods. Early adopters of the data dashboard 
process include Baltimore, New York City, San 
José and the State of Hawaii in the United States, 
and Winnipeg, Manitoba, and Kelowna, British 
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Columbia in Canada (Temmer 2018; Nixon and 
Ruckstuhl 2016; Victoria Foundation 2018; 
New York City Mayor’s Office for International 
Affairs n.d.; SDSN et  al. 2016; Stanford 
University 2017). Local authorities and civil 
society groups have adopted numerous methods 
to measure the implementation of the SDGs 
across the continent. According to the Taskforce 
of Regional and Global Governments, despite 
progress being made globally, local SDG initia-
tives are still limited. More support is needed in 
the form of capacity and knowledge sharing, 
policy guidance, and financial resources to gain 
momentum for the SDGs at the local level 
(UCLG 2018).

8.3.5  SDG Localization Methods

While there are few documented “best practices” 
to follow when implementing the SDGs at the 
community level, local governments have identi-
fied a few generic guidelines that cities can pur-
sue. Increased participation and engagement with 
citizens; coordination between all levels of gov-
ernment; and the adoption of a rights-based 
approach and alternative policy development can 
help local and regional governments play a larger 
role developing more resilient and sustainable 
communities and can increase momentum for 
achieving the SDGs (UCLG 2018). SDG local-
ization implementation toolkits refer to the need 
for public participation and awareness raising, 
development of and advocacy for a local SDG 
agenda, a clear implementation plan, and mecha-
nisms for tracking progress (SDSN 2016; 
GTLRG et al. 2016).

 Community Indicator Systems as a Tool 
for SDG Localization
Community indicator initiatives took root in the 
1960s and 1970s and have been at the forefront of 
using local data to generate knowledge and action 
around community sustainability and well-being 
since that time (Wray et  al. 2017). Web-based 
Community Indicator Systems (CISs) have 
developed as a logical progression in the infor-
mation age. In the context of this research, CISs 

are defined as online platforms that curate, and 
make publicly available, data for indicators rep-
resenting key aspects of well-being in a specific 
geographic location. Existing CISs are well- 
suited for SDG localization efforts as they pro-
vide an existing base of local, verified data that 
can be aligned with the SDG framework and have 
been adopted by local stakeholders. Likewise, 
adoption of a localized SDG framework can pro-
vide a new lens through which to promote local 
action (Iyer 2017).

By providing easy access to local-level data, 
CISs help improve local government transpar-
ency and accountability; they encourage public 
engagement, educate citizens, and inform 
decision- making (Holman 2009). CISs also act as 
a shared measurement system for collective 
impact efforts. “Collecting data and measuring 
results consistently on a short list of indicators at 
the community level and across all participating 
organizations not only ensures that all efforts 
remain aligned, it also enables the participants to 
hold each other accountable and learn from each 
other’s successes and failures” (Kania and 
Kramer 2011, p. 40).

There are three primary elements needed to 
develop and maintain a CIS over time: access to 
data, a data visualization website, and public 
engagement and convening of stakeholders to 
drive action. Each of these elements requires 
computer hardware and software, data, human 
resources, technical skill, and funds to support 
the project (Iyer 2017; Kingsley 1999). While 
technology advancements such as the develop-
ment of APIs can help to reduce overall mainte-
nance costs, CIS still require significant resources 
to maintain the website, update data, deliver an 
effective communication plan, and monitor 
impacts.

8.4  Case Study

8.4.1  Overview

This section illustrates how a community indica-
tor system can be used to localize the SDGs, 
based on the experience with Peg  (www.mypeg.
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ca). Peg is a community indicator system for 
Winnipeg, Canada, led by the International 
Institute for Sustainable Development (IISD) and 
United Way Winnipeg (UWW). Peg’s mission is 
to “track progress on key community indicators 
and inspire action for lasting and positive 
change.” Peg was officially launched in 2013, 
after 2 years of community engagement to deter-
mine the indicator framework, and has acted as a 
sign post for measuring well-being and sustain-
ability across the community since that time. In 
2018, Peg was relaunched with the new Tracking- 
Progress CIS platform and became the first 
Canadian city to track local progress on the 
SDGs. Currently, Peg collects and posts data for 
over 60 indicators within 8 theme areas, high-
lights linkages between the indicators and the 
SDGs, and provides data that supports local 
decision- making and action.

8.4.2  Peg: 2009–2012 Determining 
What to Measure

Peg’s indicator framework was developed 
between 2009 and 2011 through an extensive 
engagement process with a diverse range of 
stakeholder experts and community members. 
This process served to explore the concept of 
well-being and determine which measures to 
implement. The indicator selection process was 
aided by various thematic indicator working 
groups. Meetings were held with each group to 
introduce the concept of a CIS, review back-
ground research for each theme, and determine 
the final set of indicators. The original framework 
consisted of 8 theme areas with 64 indicators.

While the project team considered the indica-
tor set to be representative of overall well-being, 
there were data gaps across the theme areas. 
These gaps existed because either the data did not 
exist; there was a reluctance from data holders to 
share information; there was concern that sharing 
the data may result in potential harm; the data 
was not collected at regular intervals; there were 
changes in data collection methodology; or the 
data required complex calculations. Over time, 
Peg has taken an incremental approach to the 

indicators by annually reviewing existing indica-
tors to ensure data quality and consistency and 
filling potential data gaps where possible.

8.4.3  Peg 1.0 (2013–2018) 
Measuring What Matters

Between 2013 and 2018, Peg has highlighted the 
importance of using local data to improve com-
munity well-being in Winnipeg. Throughout 
Peg’s first iteration, maintaining technology and 
updating data consumed a large portion of the 
team’s resources, placing a limited focus on com-
munications. Despite this challenge, through 
regular media connections, education-based pro-
gramming, and partnerships to develop annual 
reports, the CIS has developed a reputation as a 
trustworthy source for local data and a tool for 
decision-making.

 Resources
The resources necessary to maintain Peg over the 
course of a year include staff time, financial 
resources, and technical expertise. The Peg proj-
ect team consists of six core staff with varying 
amounts of time committed to the project. There 
are three project staff from each partner organiza-
tion (IISD and UWW) with input and support 
from both organizations’ leadership. Primary 
responsibilities include indicator updates and 
technology, communications, and community 
engagement.

Technical expertise was needed to navigate 
Peg 1.0 software for updating indicators and 
interpreting data trends. One challenge for the 
team was balancing resource allocations for data 
updates and technology maintenance relative to 
communications activities. As many resources 
went to data updating and system maintenance, 
fewer resources and staff time were available to 
engage with Winnipeggers around trends in the 
data.

 Technology
The initial technology, innovative for its time, 
was a custom-built, ontology-based system run-
ning on a Drupal platform with indicator updates 
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done using protégé, an open-source platform 
developed by Stanford University. Because of the 
complicated nature of the system, Peg’s infra-
structure was stored and maintained on servers 
hosted by the web developer, and regular trouble-
shooting was needed to keep the CIS online.

Looking back, while appropriate for its time, 
the overall system was expensive and time- 
consuming to develop. The complexity of the 
technology increased overall annual project costs 
with expenses related to maintenance, trouble-
shooting, and technology updates.

By 2016, the technology used to run several 
key elements of the site became obsolete to the 
point that the website’s front end became unus-
able. This required an update to the front-end 
design. As a result, the original indicator wheel 
(Fig. 8.1) was replaced by an updated tile format 
(Fig.  8.2) in 2017. This temporarily resolved 
issues posed by the obsolete Flash plugin. Further 
technology upgrades became necessary when the 
Flash-based platform used to develop the graphs 
was no longer accessible, thereby making data 
updates impossible.

 Impact-Inspiring Action
Peg’s tagline, “Tracking Progress, Inspiring 
Action,” speaks to the team’s ambition to imple-
ment positive change in the community through 
data. Peg aims to inspire action by informing, 
educating, engaging, and collaborating with 
organizations, decision-makers, and community 
members.

Peg has been used as a tool to support the 
work of a number of initiatives within various 
sectors including: community development, 
health, education, and government. For example, 
three key indicators were used to develop the 
case for support for the For Every Family initia-
tive. This is a government and community part-
nership to enhance accessibility and programming 
at 24 family resource centers throughout 
Winnipeg. Secondly, the 2016 Peg Our City 
report on health equity (a collaboration between 
Peg and the Winnipeg Regional Health Authority 
(WRHA)) has provided the WRHA with educa-
tional materials to discuss issues of poverty, ineq-
uity, and the social determinants of health with 
local health staff, in order to promote better 

Fig. 8.1 Front end of Peg 1.0 version 1
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understanding and empathy for patients. In addi-
tion, Peg’s work in the Winnipeg district school 
board has provided social studies teachers with 
resource materials and tools to assist students in 
learning about their neighborhoods through data 
and carrying out local action projects in their 
communities. Finally, over the years, the City of 
Winnipeg has used Peg’s data as a source of 
information when developing plans and policies 
that impact local citizens, such as in the develop-
ment of the current long-range official plan, Our 
Winnipeg.

8.4.4  Peg 2.0 and Tracking- 
Progress: 2018–Present

While Peg has been considered a model CIS with 
a well-structured indicator framework and user 
interface, it was recognized that improvements 
were needed for Peg to continue to be relevant 
and sustainable. In 2018, IISD and UWW saw 
the SDGs as an opportunity to both update the 
system and integrate SDG localization. IISD 
therefore developed a new CIS platform technol-

ogy and began a process to include and localize 
the SDGs.

 Technology
Building upon lessons from the original Peg web-
site, the IISD technical team built the new 
Tracking-Progress CIS platform. In June 2018, 
Peg was the first CIS launched on the new 
Tracking-Progress platform.

Similar to the original Peg technology, 
Tracking-Progress is based on an open-source 
software platform – WordPress content manage-
ment software. The ability to customize themes 
and indicators was designed specifically for 
Tracking-Progress; however, most features are 
standard WordPress plugins. Selecting open- 
source software reduced platform development 
costs and the time and technical skill needed to 
manage CIS content. The system is designed to 
develop a dataset template based on predeter-
mined geographical boundaries. Once an indica-
tor has been developed, updating data is a simple 
three-step process of (1) downloading the archived 
dataset, (2) updating and reuploading the new 
data points, and (3) performing quality control.

Fig. 8.2 Front end of Peg 1.0 version 2
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An important element of the Tracking- 
Progress platform is its network structure. All 
CIS sites are situated and maintained within one 
connected system. This allows for innovations 
and new features added at one site to be accessi-
ble to every CIS on the network. This means that 
as new features are developed, the entire network 
benefits.

 Resources
While implementation of Peg on Tracking- 
Progress is relatively new, the Peg team has 
observed that the new CIS platform has helped to 
substantially reduce the time and technical exper-
tise required to complete the indicator update 
process and the resources needed for system 
updates. The Peg team is also now able to update 
and make changes to the general website design – 
a task that previously required contracting a web 
designer. This simplification has enabled the 
team to allocate a larger portion of staff time and 
resources to communication and community out-
reach. Moreover, the Tracking-Progress tool 
reduces the initial cost of building new CIS por-
tals by a factor of ten or more, making online CIS 
portals affordable for smaller communities.

The new Tracking-Progress system will also 
bring additional benefits and cost reductions to 
Peg over time. The platform architecture is a net-
worked system, whereby all CIS sites in the 
Tracking-Progress network are jointly main-
tained with security and platform updates, and all 
innovations can be made available for participat-
ing sites. By servicing all the sites collectively 
under one umbrella, costs are shared and, thus, 
incrementally reduced as more sites come online.

Peg’s work to localize the SDGs has also 
brought access to new funding sources, including 
securing a new funder for communications activ-
ities dedicated to SDG education and 
implementation.

 Localizing the SDGs to Peg’s Indicator 
Framework
As indicators are a core element of both SDGs 
and Peg, Winnipeg’s SDG localization process 
began by comparing and aligning, or mapping 
together, the two indicator frameworks, thereby 

connecting the local indicators to the Global 
Goals. Peg’s existing indicators resulted from an 
extensive engagement process, so it was impor-
tant to retain them. Embedding the SDGs within 
the Peg indicator framework enabled Peg to 
remain rooted in the community while helping to 
stimulate conversations and action in a new way.

Fifty-three of Peg’s 60 indicators are con-
nected to 31 SDG targets. In some cases, the indi-
cators were the same, while with others local 
interpretation was needed to account for avail-
able local data sources being used. An additional 
13 Peg indicators are connected more broadly to 
the 17 SDGs. The SDGs to which there is most 
alignment are SDG 1 (no poverty); SDG 3 (good 
health and well-being); SDG 8 (decent work and 
economic growth); SDG 11 (sustainable cities 
and communities); and SDG 16 (peace, justice, 
and strong institutions). Gaps in alignment were 
present with most environmental SDGs including 
SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation); SDG 7 
(affordable and clean energy), SDG 13 (climate 
action); SDG 14 (life below water); and SDG 15 
(life on land). Other major gaps included SDG 5 
(gender equality) and SDG 10 (reduced 
inequalities).

 Inspiring Action on the SDGs
Since the launch of the new Tracking-Progress 
platform in June 2018, Peg has been at the fore-
front of SDG localization in North America. 
Outside of Winnipeg, the Peg team has shared 
their experience at various events, including a 
side event during the 2018 session of the UN 
High-Level Political Forum on Sustainable 
Development (HLPF) in New York and at inter-
national conferences and through webinars. In 
addition, the Canadian government highlighted 
Peg in its Voluntary National Review submission 
to the HLPF in 2018.

Locally, the Peg team has started an outreach 
and education strategy to showcase and explore 
how the SDGs are relevant to the local context. 
These linkages were highlighted in Peg’s 2018 
Our City annual indicators report, which focused 
on the three pillars of sustainability, as well as at 
presentations to the Winnipeg Chamber of 
Commerce and local academic institutions. Peg’s 
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Our City report indicated positive progress on 11 
of the 15 highlighted indicators, most notably in 
reduced individual and overall water  consumption 
and reductions in waste going to the landfill. In 
addition, the Peg team has been working with the 
City of Winnipeg to align the SDGs and Peg indi-
cators with the City’s long-range  official plan, 
Our Winnipeg. Inspired by this work, United Way 
Winnipeg has recently undergone a process to 
align its investments in the community with the 
SDGs. These discussions and activities have 
sparked new and exciting conversations about 
Peg and the SDGs with stakeholders and partners 
from all sectors, most notably the corporate and 
business community.

The development of the Tracking-Progress 
system and the integration of the SDGs are exam-
ples of how Peg is evolving to meet the needs of 
users and provide information to inspire action in 
the community. Going forward, the Peg team 
plans to continue its work to enhance the system 
and localize the SDGs. These activities will 
include an engagement process to review and 
revise Peg’s existing indicator set and implemen-
tation of a new, multi-stakeholder communica-
tions strategy that will showcase the alignment 
between Peg and the SDGs.

8.5  Conclusions

For over three decades, CISs have measured, 
informed, and inspired citizens to take action on 
local issues. However, the time and resources tra-
ditionally needed to maintain a CIS have limited 
their use in urban centers. The global push to 
achieve the SDGs, combined with the develop-
ment of new, user-friendly technologies, the pro-
liferation of social media, and an increased 
understanding of the power of data, has meant 
that data platforms are gaining popularity around 
the globe. CISs are a particularly effective type of 
data platform as they purposefully engage com-
munities in developing indicator frameworks, 
thereby building local ownership over the com-
munity’s well-being. When this bottom-up 
approach to community well-being measurement 
is paired with the SDG framework, CISs become 

a powerful tool for stimulating local SDG action. 
A CIS is most effective for tracking progress and 
inspiring local action when the system is designed 
to minimize technology and staffing costs, and it 
takes into consideration how local stakeholders 
interpret, use, and share the data. Tools such as 
IISD’s Tracking-Progress platform make it easier 
for communities of all sizes to harness the power 
of data to encourage public participation and 
understanding of local issues.

Reflecting on Peg’s experience, we see that 
the introduction of an easy-to-use, low-cost 
technology for the CIS itself has been a positive 
element for the project’s evolution. Another key 
element for success has been the involvement 
of community organizations in a position to 
undertake meaningful communications and 
outreach efforts. IISD has developed the 
Tracking- Progress platform to make CIS more 
widely accessible and reduce cost and efforts 
required to a level, allowing CIS platforms to 
be sustainable in the long term. The Peg exam-
ple demonstrates why communities should 
invest in the technical and human resources 
needed to ensure that a CIS system can deliver 
the full benefits possible from data-driven deci-
sion-making and community ownership of 
efforts to track local well-being.
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Helping the Neighborhood: 
Creating a Sustainability Indicator 
of Substandard Housing
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9.1  Introduction

Quality of housing is paramount to quality of life 
and to any community sustainability effort. 
Countries and international organizations recognize 
this reality in their visions and goals. For instance, 
in 2015, the United Nations reaffirmed the impor-
tance of addressing the issue of inadequate housing 
by incorporating this indicator in goal 11 of the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

The importance of this study is in proposing a 
methodology that could be replicated by other 
communities to create an indicator for the pur-
pose of implementing goal 11 of the SDGs and 
contributing to the literature on defining and 
measuring inadequate housing.

The project also reflects the collaborative 
efforts of different community stakeholders. This 
research has a direct impact on practice, as well. 
It demonstrates that by taking a participatory 
research approach, it is possible to generate local 
data on substandard housing in an efficient way 
to facilitate planning for sustainability in general 
and for housing in particular.

It is presumed that because of its economic 
prosperity compared to other countries, the pres-
ence of inadequate housing in the United States 
will be minimal. Progress has undeniably been 
made since the establishment of this national 

goal in the Housing Act of 1949: “A decent home 
and a suitable living environment for every 
American family.” Nonetheless governmental 
reports, such as the Worst Case Housing Needs 
report to Congress (Watson et  al. 2017), show 
that not only is there a reduced supply of afford-
able housing but this number gets reduced further 
due to inadequate conditions.1 At the same time, 
current data and conceptualizations on which 
these reports are based do not represent accurate 
numbers because of the obsolescence of the vari-
ables used to define inadequate housing (Eggers 
and Moumen 2013; Emrath and Taylor 2012).

The social and economic consequences of the 
deterioration of housing stock in inner-city neigh-
borhoods in cities across the United States are 
well known. Although causes for this deteriora-
tion are multiple, it is certain that the presence of 
substandard or deteriorated2 housing can lead to 
blight conditions, which in turn decreases prop-
erty values, affects the overall health of local 
housing markets, increases safety hazards, and 
reduces local tax revenue. Various creative strate-
gies have been undertaken to reverse this deterio-
ration. However, before the implementation of 
any strategy or policy, conducting an analysis of 
the quality of housing stock to identify and quan-
tify inadequate housing is a necessary first step.

1 In 2017, there were only 89 adequate units available for 
every 100 low-income renters.
2 The terms substandard, inadequate, or deteriorated are 
used interchangeably in this paper.
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Quality of housing is conceived in the litera-
ture as a multidimensional concept; therefore, 
every method and tool to assess it depends on the 
researcher’s specific perspective and conceptual-
ization (Sinha et al. 2017). To consider all these 
dimensions in an assessment is complex, and 
although some good strategies have been pro-
posed, they require an intensive collection of data 
(Kain and Quigley 1970).

Collecting data regarding the amount of sub-
standard housing in a community is crucial in 
order not only to understand the proportion of 
people living in such conditions but also to have 
the necessary indicators in planning for sustain-
ability. Traditional ways to identify inadequate 
housing, such as survey fieldwork, have proved 
to be time-consuming and expensive (Smith et al. 
2003), and although some efforts have been made 
to come up with a more efficient way to collect 
data for assessment purposes, community organi-
zations, small ones in particular, still struggle to 
handle these approaches because of the method-
ological complexity or scale of analysis (Koebel 
1986; Sumka 1977). Another problem facing 
communities, and specifically neighborhood 
associations, is the lack of resources to be rigor-
ous when gathering data to measure inadequate 
housing. These types of organizations, unless 
they collaborate with other entities with resources 
and knowledge, cannot make progress in their 
planning for sustainability goals.

This paper presents the results and analysis of 
a community-based research project in a tradi-
tional inner-city neighborhood in the Midwestern 
United States. The neighborhood found itself in 
need of a rigorous assessment of inadequate 
housing due to its repercussions on the overall 
sustainability of the area. As a response to this 
problem, an academic institution, the neighbor-
hood association, and local government officials 
collaborated in an action-based research project 
to provide data for planning for sustainability in 
an efficient and affordable way.

Using data collected through an instrument 
designed for this project, two composite indicators3 

3 The terms composite indicator and index are used inter-
changeably in this paper.

were created that sought to answer two basic ques-
tions: (1) At what point does housing qualify as 
inadequate? (2) How many housing units in need 
of rehabilitation are currently in existence? The 
analysis and results show that both indices give 
similar results. Both indices provided answers to 
these questions, and one of them gives detailed 
information about the conditions of units, which in 
turn helps with planning for housing and policy 
decision-making.

Statistical tests of the relationship between the 
two indices confirm the validity of the indices’ 
results. The results of the composite indicators 
are also compared and validated using housing 
inspections for code violations. The findings are 
relevant because of the direct impact they have on 
practice by enabling communities to use existing 
information to identify deteriorated housing. 
Identifying inadequate housing will provide the 
necessary data for decision-making in the pursuit 
of funding and policymaking to help neighbor-
hoods reverse the consequences of deteriorated 
housing.

9.2  Relevant Literature 
on Indicators for Measuring 
Inadequate Housing 
in the United States

Housing is paramount to the SDG agenda. 
According to the 2017 report of the Secretary- 
General of the United Nations, “Progress towards 
the Sustainable Development Goals” is calcu-
lated that 1.6 billion people live in inadequate 
housing. Of this number, 880 million urban resi-
dents live in slum conditions. Therefore, the 
New Urban Agenda places a priority on housing 
concerns, along with other issues such as 
poverty.

Housing censuses are the primary sources of 
disaggregated data to measure and track indica-
tors of inadequate housing. According to the 
same United Nations report mentioned above, 
during the 10-year period from 2007 to 2016, 
89% of countries around the world conducted 
one housing census, while 25 countries did not 
have such a data source.
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Although national censuses are important 
sources of data in indicators for the SDGs, it is 
at the local or community level where the imple-
mentation of SDGs could have the most impact. 
It is important to keep in mind the issues around 
the adoption and implementation of SDGs at the 
community level. Local jurisdictions in the 
United States are notable for enjoying great 
autonomy in decision-making, adoption, and 
implementation of policies, as long as these do 
not contradict state or federal laws or statutes. 
This autonomy becomes an issue in the adoption 
of SDGs. Unless SDGs are part of the vision of 
a community, the implementation of such goals 
at the community level will be difficult. In addi-
tion to these issues of governance and imple-
mentation, as this section will show, 
conceptualization of inadequate housing is fun-
damental in any effort to collect data in such 
indicators.

Currently, the only source of data regarding 
quality of housing in the United States that is 
considered for SDG purposes is that collected by 
the American Housing Survey. Nonetheless, as 
this section will also show, the data is limited to 
specific geographic areas and has been recently 
criticized for not properly measuring inadequate 
housing and therefore undercounting the pres-
ence of inadequate housing nationwide.

Measurements of inadequate housing are con-
strained both by their conceptualization and the 
availability of indicators on housing quality. The 
literature shows three general approaches that 
studies have used to provide indicators of quality 
of housing: (1) studies that traditionally relied on 
the use of official data from the US Census first 
and the American Housing Survey later, (2) stud-
ies that have undertaken their own housing qual-
ity assessments, and (3) studies that have come 
up with strategies by using alternative or local 
indicators related to housing quality. These 
approaches are not mutually exclusive; on the 
contrary, some studies have combined indicators 
from two or three different sources. In general, 
the literature attests to the changing nature of the 
concept and how this in turn obscures the appar-
ent progress in addressing inadequate housing in 
the United States.

Following is a brief review of the most notable 
cases using the previously mentioned approaches 
or a combination of them. Special attention is 
given to the most recent literature with a focus on 
the use of alternative indicators or secondary 
data, specifically, the use of indicators contained 
in administrative records of tax assessments. 
These last strategies have emerged as a response 
to the time and cost limitations of performing tra-
ditional housing assessments and the lack of offi-
cial data for some areas, especially at the 
neighborhood level.

Although early efforts to collect data to iden-
tify inadequate housing in the United States can 
be traced to 1892, it was not until 1936 when the 
first nationwide effort took place with a survey of 
housing conditions as a Works Progress 
Administration (WPA) project. This survey 
served as a prototype for the first census of hous-
ing in 1940 (Simonson 1981). Between then and 
the 1960s, the US Census collected information 
on housing quality. As a result of some inconsis-
tencies in the way data was collected, the Bureau 
dropped4 its indicators of housing quality for the 
1970 Census (Sutermeister 1969).

The fluid and problematic nature of what is 
considered inadequate housing has been evident 
since early studies examining the data collected 
in quality of housing surveys. For instance, in a 
report presented to the National Commission on 
Urban Problems, Kristof (1968) questioned the 
validity of the current criteria of housing needs, 
in particular the concept of substandard housing 
as defined by the US Census Bureau. Similarly, 
Weicher (1980), when verifying progress in 
addressing inadequate housing between 1940 and 
1970 using the census data, also observed that 
this apparent improvement is obscured by the 
problem of defining and measuring the overall 
physical condition of the units.

Based on this experience with the US Census, 
by 1973, the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) and the US Census Bureau 
joined efforts and started conducting the 
American Housing Survey (AHS), which, among 
other indicators, collects data on about 30 differ-

4 Although some data still was collected.
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ent kinds of housing deficiencies. Unfortunately, 
AHS data is not useful for local communities or 
neighborhoods because it is limited to specific 
metropolitan areas.

From the beginning of its implementation, 
scholars and analysts began to use the AHS infor-
mation in different ways and for different pur-
poses. Early analysts began to measure inadequate 
housing by creating their own AHS-based defini-
tions (see Levine 1978). Simonson (1981) records 
a detailed narrative of early studies and their defi-
nitions using indicators from the AHS. What is 
relevant in these early efforts using AHS data is 
that depending on the indicators used to concep-
tualize inadequate housing, the number of units 
could increase or decrease, again proving the 
effect of the changing nature of the concept.

In addition to the efforts to define and measure 
inadequate housing using AHS indicators, other 
scholars began to use the data to assess the statis-
tical relevance of individual indicators. For 
instance, Newman and Struyk (1983), in their 
study addressing the relationship between pov-
erty and housing deprivation, relied on AHS’s 
definition. Newman and Schnare (1988), also 
using AHS information and definitions, exam-
ined the relationship between income and hous-
ing assistance programs. As an example of the 
combination of sources of indicators, Bianchi 
et al. (1982) examined the degree to which racial 
differences in housing narrowed over time using 
1960 Census information and AHS data.

Scholars have also used AHS data to test the 
validity of alternative measures of inadequate 
housing (e.g., housing inspection assessments) 
by comparing them against the classification 
used by HUD. For instance, using information on 
the physical conditions of housing units in the 
Experimental Housing Allowance Program 
(EHAP), Budding (1980) found a higher number 
of inadequate housing units compared to esti-
mates using AHS data.

Similar to Weicher’s (1979) findings about the 
problem of definition and the apparent decrease 
in inadequate housing, using US Census housing 
information, two more recent studies found 
inconsistencies in the accuracy of the indicators 

used to identify inadequate housing as conceptu-
alized by the AHS. In a work prepared for HUD, 
Eggers and Moumen (2013) found a decline in 
the presence of inadequate housing after the defi-
nition was instituted by the AHS.  The authors 
also express a concern for how this apparent 
improvement has decreased interest in the topic. 
This lack of urgency has been reinforced by the 
apparent decline in the proportion of severely 
inadequate housing among low-income house-
holds (Orr and Peach 1999).

Empirical work by Emrath and Taylor (2012) 
found not only that the AHS’s indicators of phys-
ically inadequate housing units are not significant 
but they also had the wrong signs. The authors 
propose instead new measurements of housing 
inadequacy by using other indicators contained 
in the AHS. The proposed new definition reveals 
a greater number of housing units in the United 
States as being physically inadequate. Emrath 
and Taylor’s new approach of using only indica-
tors of external physical conditions is the 
approach taken in this study for the creation of 
the housing quality composite indicator.

Scholarly work using AHS data is abundant. 
But although the AHS information is exhaustive 
and contains data for a good period time regard-
ing the same housing units, this is limited to spe-
cific metropolitan areas, making it not useful for 
analysis of other geographical areas. With this 
limitation from the AHS in mind, other scholars 
began to rely on other data sources, specifically 
on the implementation of housing assessment 
surveys. A notable study of this type is the work 
by Kain and Quigley (1970), who relied on 39 
variables provided by three separate surveys for 
the City of St. Louis. The concerns with these 
types of surveys or assessments lie both in terms 
of time and cost of implementation and the poten-
tial errors made by collectors in the field.

Considering the geographical limitations of 
official information and the disadvantages of 
lengthy surveys, scholars have attempted to come 
up with different strategies using alternative indi-
cators as a more efficient way to identify inade-
quate housing. Relying on the latest empirical 
work on determinants of quality of housing, 
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scholars have made use of property tax informa-
tion for measuring inadequate housing (Koebel 
1986; Smith et al. 2003; Sumka 1977; Zwick and 
Schneider 1990; Kutty 1999). The works by 
Koebel (1986) and Smith (2003) are of particular 
interest for this study because they are the most 
promising for implementation at the neighbor-
hood level.

Koebel’s work (1986) took a hedonic model-
ing approach to create an index of housing qual-
ity using 22 variables combining property taxes 
and census information. He later validated the 
index by comparing it with a record of housing 
inspections for code violations. In his work, 
Koebel found the use of this strategy at the met-
ropolitan level problematic because of the varia-
tion of housing stock. Unfortunately, Koebel’s 
model misclassified some units and is not very 
easy to implement by small organizations that do 
not necessarily have the analytical skills to build 
such an index. Koebel’s strategy of using code 
violations to verify the results of his index is used 
in this case study.

Smith et  al. (2003) performed a descriptive 
analysis using the American Housing Survey 
(AHS) information and tax assessor records for 
the Tampa-St. Petersburg metropolitan area. 
Using the indicators suggested in recent literature 
as the most relevant (area of unit, cost of new 
construction, and land and housing values) the 
authors propose a measure – the ratio of market 
value to unit value new – which then they used to 
estimate the proportion of units considered inad-
equate. The authors contrast their results against 
the data reported by the AHS. Although in prin-
ciple the authors aim to create a single measure to 
estimate the quantity and degree of substandard 
housing in a community at the neighborhood 
level, the research is mainly framed at the metro-
politan level. The proposed value ratio measure is 
used for the creation of the second composite 
indicator in this paper. This case study will con-
tribute to the limited literature using secondary 
indicators to measure inadequate housing at the 
neighborhood level.

9.3  Methodology and Data

The data for this paper comes from a community- 
based research project originated to support the 
efforts of a neighborhood association in the 
downtown area of the City of St. Cloud in 
Minnesota interested in determining the condi-
tions of housing units in the area.5 The neighbor-
hood is also home to the main campus of St. 
Cloud State University (SCSU) (see Fig. 9.1 for 
location).

The neighborhood association, known as 
Neighborhood University Community Council 
(NUCC), has been concerned with the deteriora-
tion of housing, but it lacks any precise data 
about the amount, conditions, and the extent of 
the presence of inadequate housing. It is in this 
context that a research project emerged as a col-
laboration between local officials, the neighbor-
hood association, and the SCSU. The questions 
driving this research effort were: When do hous-
ing units start to deteriorate, and what is the pro-
portion of housing units in need of rehabilitation 
in the neighborhood? More precisely, how can 
one obtain an indicator of inadequate housing to 
support a policymaking process?

To answer these questions, the main objective 
driving this research project was to come up with 
an efficient way to create indicators that could 
yield detailed information and that could be eas-
ily replicated. Based on this premise and the 
experience in the literature about measuring 
inadequate housing, the strategy was the creation 
of two composite indicators or indices. One index 
was created using existing information contained 
in tax appraisal records, and the other index was 
created based on data from a traditional visual 
assessment of exterior conditions of units in the 
neighborhood.

The first composite indicator (hereafter “value 
ratio index”) gives a fast look at the amount and 
age-related conditions of housing stock. The 

5 The dataset used in this paper is available at Estevez 
2019.
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index was tested by Smith (2003) with promising 
results. The second composite measure (hereafter 
“housing quality index”) gives the community 
not only detailed information on inadequate 
housing but also details about the conditions of 
particular dimensions. This will help the neigh-
borhood in its decision-making process moving 
forward with specific goals and objectives for the 
area.

Recent empirical evidence in the literature 
shows that external physical conditions are among 
the most significant dimensions when determin-
ing quality of housing; therefore, the instrument 
was conceived under this assumption. The survey 
was designed in collaboration with the neighbor-

hood association through focus groups. Elected 
officials offered input for the instrument as well. 
Once the instrument was created, it was tested in 
the field and adjusted to correct for mistakes and 
better use. The survey was implemented by stu-
dents in university courses from the geography 
and planning department. The data was then pro-
cessed and reviewed using the software IBM 
SPSS Version 25.

Information was collected on 362 dwelling 
units, from which 61 (16%) are multifamily 
units,6 149 (41%) single-family residential units, 
and 152 (42%) duplexes and triplexes. In terms 

6 Four or more units.

Fig. 9.1 Location – case study area
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of occupancy, 70 (19%) are considered owner- 
occupied units and 292 (81%) rental units.

Data for the value ratio index was obtained 
from the St. Cloud City Assessor’s Office. The 
database contains all the necessary property 
information for the creation of the index. An 
external variable for this index was the average 
price per square foot for new construction. In this 
case, the number used was that provided by the 
US Census report: Highlights of Annual 2017 
Characteristics of New Housing (2017).

9.3.1  Composite Indicators

 Value Ratio Index
Following Smith’s (2003) proposal, the value 
ratio index can be summarized as:

Value ratio index  =  Current unit value/unit 
value new

where:
Current unit value  =  Assessed value of the 

building
Unit value new  =  Construction cost (per sq. 

ft.) × building area of unit (sq. ft.)

 Housing Quality Index
The housing quality composite indicator was cre-
ated by using eight out of the ten physical exte-
rior dimensions assessed with the survey. The 
other two dimensions were not present in most of 
the assessed housing units (chimneys and 
detached garages). Considering these dimensions 
would mean that the index would be calculated 
for only half of the housing units in the area, lim-
iting the analysis.7 Figure 9.2 shows a summary 
of the dimensions and the proportion of housing 
units considered adequate and inadequate.8 The 

7 Imputation is an alternative in the absence of missing 
indicators. This methodological procedure was not con-
sidered due to the aim of creating an index that could be 
easily replicated by the organization.
8 The survey contained a Likert scale for the ten dimen-
sions. The values were 1, deteriorated; 2, poor; 3, average; 
4, good; and 5, excellent conditions. For the purposes of 
creating a simple index, these categories were transformed 
into only two: inadequate and adequate. 1 and 2 
scores inadequate and 3, 4, and 5 adequate.

index was created using a simple linear aggrega-
tion approach. For each adequate dimension, 
every dwelling unit is scored with 1 and the 
dimensions with inadequate a 0:

Housing quality index = D1 + D2 + D3 + D4 
+ D5 + D6 + D7 + D8

Table 9.1 summarizes the proportion of units 
according to the index scores. The interpretation 
is straightforward, 0 meaning the unit does not 
have any dimensions that have an adequate score 
(passing rate) and 8 meaning that the unit has an 
adequate score in all eight dimensions.

A fundamental assumption in the creation of 
the housing quality index was the specification of 
when a unit starts to be considered overall inad-
equate. For this purpose, the number of housing 
units obtained by the value ratio index was con-
sidered as a threshold. According to Smith 
(2003), units in need of rehabilitation started to 
appear when the index fall below 0.45. Following 
this assumption, different scenarios were run 
together with the value ratio indicator to see at 
what specific point units for the housing quality 
index could be considered inadequate. The 
threshold in this case was all units with an index 
score of 6 and lower (this means 6 or less dimen-
sions with an adequate score). This threshold 
happens to be in line with what the neighborhood 
considered a reasonable limit to define adequate 
and inadequate housing.

9.4  Results and Analysis

Because of the interest in knowing not only the 
number of housing units in need of rehabilitation 
but also how these are distributed according to 
type and occupancy, the results presented consid-
ered this disaggregation in its analysis. For the 
housing quality index, only 345 out of 364 dwell-
ings units had a score in all eight dimensions; 
therefore, an index score was calculated for all of 
them. In terms of occupancy, 225 (76%) are 
rental properties and only 70 (24%) owner- 
occupied.9 Regarding the type of housing units, 

9 An assumption to classify owner-occupied units was to 
define in this way those cases claiming homestead tax 
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147 (43%) are single-family residential, 148 
(43%) duplexes and triplexes, and 50 (14%) mul-
tifamily units.

Regarding the value ratio index, 362 housing 
units were considered. By occupancy, 231 (77%) 
are rental and 70 (23%) owner-occupied. For 
type of housing units, 149 (41%) are single- 
family residential, 152 (42%) duplexes and tri-
plexes, and 61 (17%) multifamily.

Another important element to consider in the 
analysis was age of buildings. Therefore, build-

exemption in the administrative records of tax 
assessments.

ings were grouped by age following AHS and 
Smith’s (2003) experience when analyzing when 
inadequate units start to appear in the housing 
stock. Units were aggregated according to their 
age in groups. The first ten groups (groups 1 
through 10) are for every year a unit was built. 
Groups 11 through 15 consider 5-year cohorts. 
Groups 16 through 25 are for units built every 10 
years. The oldest building in the data is 151 years 
old. The information about age reveals the context 
of the neighborhood, a Midwestern old downtown 
area (see Fig. 9.3 for age groups). It is important 
to note that no unit appears in groups 1–11 because 
the most recent unit was built 17 years ago.

The benefit of considering age is twofold. It 
provides the amount of inadequate housing units 
at a specific point in time, and it allowed for later 
statistically testing the difference between units 
at different ages.

Both composite indicators yield an almost 
identical number of units in need of rehabilitation 
(value ratio index  =  30% and housing quality 
index = 29%). Both indices detected an increase 
in the presence of inadequate units as the stock 
grows older. However, while the value ratio index 
found an increasing proportion of units in need of 
rehab the older the stock got all the way to the 
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Fig. 9.2 Proportion of housing units and the ten dimensions

Table 9.1 Housing quality index scores and proportion 
of housing units

Index score Units Percent Cumulative percent
1 5 1 1
2 10 3 4
3 8 2 6
4 13 4 10
5 27 7 17
6 39 11 28
7 64 18 46
8 198 54 100
Total 364 100.0
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age group 24, the housing quality index had a 
decrease in age group 24.

It is important to point out the inconveniences 
of the lower number of units at some age levels. 
For instance, age groups 15 and 25 had less than 
five units to be observed. These were the groups 
with the greatest difference between the two indi-
ces (Table 9.2).

In terms of the results for both separate owner- 
occupied and rental units, Tables 9.3 and 9.4 
show all the values, taking into account occu-
pancy. As regards owner-occupied units, the 
results from the value ratio index and the housing 
quality index are different, 36% and 19%, respec-
tively. In the case of rental units, the results are 

almost identical (value ratio index  =  29% and 
housing quality index = 32%). Again, some age 
groups present less than five housing units (age 
groups 17, 18, and 19  in the case of owner- 
occupied and 15, 17, and 25 in the case of rental).

Tables 9.5, 9.6, and 9.7 present the number 
and corresponding proportions of units that are 
adequate or in need of rehabilitation by type of 
housing units. Regarding single-family residen-
tial units, both indices detected the same propor-
tion of units in need of rehabilitation (26%). Only 
age groups 17 and 25 had less than 5 units total.

When compared to the proportions for single- 
family residential units, for duplexes and tri-
plexes, the total number of units in need of 
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Fig. 9.3 Building age group plot

Table 9.2 Age group and quality: owner-occupied and rental units

Age building groups
Value ratio index Housing quality index

Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent
15 1 33 2 67 0 0 1 100
17 0 0 5 100 0 0 5 100
18 0 0 11 100 2 18 9 82
19 0 0 10 100 1 10 9 90
20 4 12 29 88 6 18 27 82
21 25 23 84 77 38 35 70 65
22 22 49 23 51 17 39 26 60
23 26 50 26 50 17 33 34 67
24 13 43 17 57 5 17 25 83
25 1 33 2 67 0 0 3 100
Total 92 30 209 70 86 29 209 71
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rehabilitation are quite similar for both indices 
(value ratio index  =  34% and housing quality 
index  =  32%). Four age groups presented less 
than five units.

Of the types of housing units present in the 
area, multifamily units were the fewest, only 

61 units for the value ratio index and 50 for the 
housing quality index. This number represents 
only 17% of all units assessed by the indices.

As a summary, in some instances, the compos-
ite indicators detected the same proportion of 
units considered inadequate. This was the case 

Table 9.3 Age group and quality: owner-occupied units

Age building groups
Value ratio index Housing quality index

Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent
17 0 0 2 100 0 0 2 100
18 0 0 3 100 0 0 3 100
19 0 0 1 100 0 0 1 100
20 0 0 14 100 1 7 13 93
21 11 46 13 54 4 17 20 83
22 5 56 4 44 3 33 6 67
23 8 67 4 33 4 33 8 67
24 1 20 4 80 1 20 4 80
Total 25 36 45 64 13 19 57 81

Table 9.4 Age group and quality: rental units

Age building groups
Value ratio index Housing quality index

Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent
15 1 33 2 67 0 0 1 100
17 0 0 3 100 0 0 3 100
18 0 0 8 100 2 25 6 75
19 0 0 9 100 1 11 8 89
20 4 21 15 79 5 26 14 74
21 14 16 71 83 34 40 50 59
22 17 47 19 53 14 41 20 59
23 18 45 22 55 13 33 26 67
24 12 48 13 52 4 16 21 84
25 1 33 2 67 0 0 3 100
Total 67 29 164 71 73 32 152 68

Table 9.5 Age group and quality: single-family residential units

Age building groups
Value ratio index Housing quality index

Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent
17 0 0 4 100 0 0 4 100
18 0 0 7 100 1 14 6 86
19 0 0 5 100 1 20 4 80
20 1 4 21 95 2 9 20 91
21 15 25 46 75 19 32 41 68
22 10 53 9 47 10 53 9 47
23 9 56 7 44 3 20 12 80
24 5 38 8 61 3 23 10 77
25 0 0 2 100 0 0 2 100
Total 40 26 109 73 39 26 108 74
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for the total of units when considering both 
owner-occupied and rental together, rental units, 
single family, duplexes, and triplexes. Where the 
proportions were different was for owner- 
occupied only and multifamily. It is important to 
note the low number of units present in these two 
categories (owner-occupied represented 23% and 
multifamily 17%). This lower number could 
explain the discrepancies in the estimates for 
both indices.

9.4.1  Testing the Significance 
of Differences Across Age 
for Units

Although the proportion of housing units con-
sidered inadequate appears to be different across 
age groups, it was necessary to check if that dif-

ference was statistically significant. For that 
purpose, a one-way ANOVA analysis was 
performed.

The test could only be applied to the value 
ratio index due to the level of measurement 
(scale/ratio) of this index. The one-way ANOVA 
is a robust test when analyzing indicators with 
these characteristics. The housing quality index 
was assessed, but presenting the details of the 
results goes beyond the aim of this paper.10 On 
the other hand, the results of testing the value 
ratio index allowed us to contribute to the litera-
ture using this indicator. Furthermore, as we will 

10 A Kruskal-Wallis test (a nonparametric test usually 
deemed fit for an ordinal level of measurement) was con-
ducted to examine the difference between age groups by 
using the original eight scores of the housing quality 
index. Significant differences (H  =  25.03, p  =  0.01, 
df = 12) were found between the age groups.

Table 9.6 Age group and quality: duplex and triplex units

Age building groups
Value ratio index Housing quality index

Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent
15 1 33 2 67 0 0 1 100
17 0 0 1 100 0 0 1 100
18 0 0 4 100 1 25 3 75
19 0 0 5 100 0 0 5 100
20 3 27 8 73 4 36 7 64
21 10 21 38 79 19 40 29 60
22 12 46 14 54 7 29 17 71
23 17 47 19 53 14 39 22 61
24 8 47 9 53 2 12 15 88
25 1 100 0 0 0 0 1 100
Total 52 34 100 66 47 32 101 68

Table 9.7 Age group and quality: multifamily units

Age building groups
Value ratio index Housing quality index

Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent Needs rehab Percent Adequate Percent
12 1 100 0 0 0 0 1 100
14 10 50 10 50 1 8 12 92
15 8 73 3 27 0 0 9 100
16 1 50 1 50 1 50 1 50
18 1 100 0 0 0 0 1 100
19 2 67 1 33 1 50 1 50
21 4 67 2 33 2 40 3 60
22 3 60 2 40 2 40 3 60
23 7 63 4 36 5 45 6 54
24 1 100 0 0 0 0 1 100
Total 38 62 23 38 12 24 38 76
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see in the following analysis, it will be more 
important to test the relationship between both 
indices (and their correspondence with code vio-
lations) to see if they are estimated in a similar 
way independently of the age groups.

The following results are presented in a gen-
eral and disaggregated manner to show the results 
based on type and occupancy of units.

The one-way ANOVA result for both owner- 
occupied and rental units shows a statistically 
significant difference (see Table  9.8) between 
group means (F (9,291)  =  7.06, p  =  .000). A 
Tukey post hoc test revealed that there was a 
statistically significant difference among the 
age groups from 18 through 22.

Figure 9.4 shows the plot of mean values, 
which clearly depicts the decrease in the mean 
value for the value ratio index as the units get 
older. The plot also suggests where the differ-
ences between groups lie. The behavior of age 
groups 15 and 17 is explained by the low number 
of units in these two groups (3 and 5, respec-

tively), which limits the test to find out 
differences.

The one-way ANOVA results for both sepa-
rate owner-occupied and rental units show a sta-
tistically significant difference (see Tables 9.9 
and 9.10) between group means (rental units, F 
(9,221) = 5.59, p = .000; and owner-occupied, F 
(7,62) = 8.95, p =  .000). A Tukey post hoc test 
revealed that there is a statistically significant dif-
ference among the age groups from 18 through 
22 in the case of rental units. There are no Tukey 
test results for owner-occupied because of the 
low number of cases in each group. The plot of 
means for rental units (Fig. 9.5) shows where the 
differences may lie.

Tables 9.11, 9.12, and 9.13 show the one-way 
ANOVA results regarding type of housing units. 
Single-family residential (SFR) and duplex and 
triplex (DT) units show a statistically significant 
difference between group means (SFR, F 
(8,140) = 7.09, p = .000; and owner-occupied, F 
(9,142) = 307, p = .002). In the case of multifam-
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Fig. 9.4 Mean plot – owner-occupied and rental units

Table 9.8 One-way ANOVA – owner-occupied and rental units

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Between groups 1.014 9 .113 8.480 .000
Within groups 3.867 291 .013
Total 4.881 300
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Fig. 9.5 Mean plot – rental units

Table 9.9 One-way ANOVA – rental units

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Between groups .682 9 .076 5.592 .000
Within groups 2.994 221 .014
Total 3.676 230

Table 9.10 One-way ANOVA – owner-occupied units

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Between groups .606 7 .087 8.959 .000
Within groups .599 62 .010
Total 1.206 69

Table 9.11 One-way ANOVA – single-family residential units

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Between groups .731 8 .091 7.093 .000
Within groups 1.804 140 .013
Total 2.535 148

Table 9.12 One-way ANOVA – duplexes and triplexes

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Between groups .369 9 .041 3.072 .002
Within groups 1.896 142 .013
Total 2.265 151
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ily, there was no significant difference between 
groups (F (9,51) = .93, p = .507).

A Tukey post hoc test revealed that there is a 
statistically significant difference among the age 
groups from 18 through 24 in the case of single- 
family residential units. There are no Tukey test 
results for duplexes and triplexes and multifam-
ily because of the low number of cases in each 
group. The plot of means for single-family resi-
dential and duplex and triplex units (Fig.  9.6) 
shows where the differences may lie (Table 9.11).

9.4.2  Comparing the Two 
Composite Indicators

Comparing the two indices is essential in order to 
check for correspondence and to detect areas for 
improvement in their creation. So far, the previ-
ous analysis has shown that both indicators offer 
similar results in identifying the total number of 
inadequate housing units. In this section chi- 

square11 statistics were obtained to assess the sta-
tistical significance of the correspondence 
between the value ratio and the housing quality 
indices. The assumption is that if both indicators 
are measuring inadequate housing accurately, 
then there will be a significant statistical correla-
tion between them.

Like previous analysis, results are presented 
by occupancy and type of housing units. In this 
way, the results could be explained, considering 
where the similarities or differences could be.

The overall correspondence between the two 
composite indicators (considering owner- 
occupied and rental units together) was not statis-
tically significant, X2 (1, N = 295) = .72, p > .05, 
even though the results in number of total units 
from both indices are quite similar (30% and 
29%; see Table 9.2). This result could be due to 
the discrepancy in the results when looking at the 
results by the type of occupancy. The chi-square 

11 Also known as a chi-square test of independence.
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Fig. 9.6 Mean plot – Single-family residential units

Table 9.13 One-way ANOVA – multifamily

Sum of squares df Mean square F Sig.
Between groups .111 9 .012 .931 .507
Within groups .677 51 .013
Total .788 60
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tests for both separate owner-occupied and rental 
units show that the correlation of the indices is 
statistically significant in the case of owner- 
occupied units, X2 (1, N = 70) = 7.81, p < .05, and 
it was not significant for rental units, X2 (1, 
N = 275) = .31, p > .05. The reason for this could 
be the overall age of buildings in the study area. 
The age of buildings goes beyond the parameters 
examined in the literature. Older buildings start 
either holding their value due to renovations or 
loosing value due to deterioration; thus, the value 
ratio index does not detect these differences.

In terms of the correspondence between the 
indicators regarding the types of housing, only on 
single-family residential units was the relation-
ship between the indices significant, X2 (1, 
N = 147) = 2.79, p > .05. The relationship with 
duplexes and triplexes and multifamily units 
were not significant, X2 (1, N  =  148)  =  .19, 
p > .05, and X2 (1, N = 50) = .01, p > .05, respec-
tively. Like the conclusion above, this could be 
due to the specific age conditions of the units and 
smaller numbers in the case of multifamily 
buildings.

Finally, though no less important, the overall 
relationship between the housing quality index 
and code violations was statistically significant, 
X2 (2, N = 278) = 7.24, p < .05. This result vali-
dates the creation of the composite indicator when 
relying on data from assessment of external con-
ditions. As expected, the value ratio index’s statis-
tical correlations with code violations are not 
significant. This was expected, as the index is cal-
culated based primarily on considerations of age.

In general, although the statistical correlation 
between the housing quality index and records of 
code violations is significant, the indicator could 
be adjusted to consider some elements of the 
housing stock to produce better composite indi-
cators, for instance, considerations due to the 
nature of the way traditional single-family resi-
dential units have been transformed into places 
that offer rooms to students.

9.5  Conclusions

Two composite indicators are proposed with the 
goal of measuring inadequate housing at the neigh-
borhood level. One index identifies inadequate 
units by considering physical exterior conditions 
and the other index by using the value ratio of units 
based on information contained in administrative 
records from tax assessments.

The results of the two composite indicators 
show an overall similar identification of housing 
units deemed to be inadequate. Both indices work 
well in tandem, allowing both a detailed analysis 
of housing conditions and a prompt analysis to 
identify how many units have deteriorated and at 
what time they begin to do so.

The results of the procedures aiming to test 
the statistical significance of the relationship 
between age and inadequacy show that there is a 
significant relation between both composite indi-
cators and the age of housing units. This validates 
what previous authors have found about this 
relationship.

Although it seems not to be a statistically sig-
nificant overall correspondence between the two 
indices, it was found that there is a statistically 
significant correlation when looking at the rela-
tionship between the composite indicators and 
the results for owner-occupied and single- family 
residential units. The physical characteristics of 
rental and multifamily units could make it diffi-
cult to assess their physical conditions in the 
field. This difficulty is common in the literature 
on measuring inadequate housing.

The statistically significant relationship 
between the housing quality index and records 
for code violations validates not only the index 
but also recent findings in the literature about the 
relevance of exterior conditions in measuring 
inadequate housing.

From a housing planning perspective, it is 
important to point out that the presence of deterio-
rated or inadequate housing in this neighborhood 
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could well be explained by the large proportion of 
rental units and type of renters. As the literature 
shows, this is an important determinant of quality 
of housing. Students may be more interested in 
just having a place to dwell while they finish their 
studies and therefore do not worry too much about 
the quality of their housing units.

At this point, the indicator obtained is consid-
ered in the process of updating the neighbor-
hood’s master plan. It is imperative that this 
indicator can be used to track progress in the 
implementation of SDGs in the community.

Replication of the proposed methodology in 
this case study is paramount so that other com-
munities can create data for evidence-based poli-
cymaking; thus, some generalizations and 
recommendations follow.

9.5.1  Generalizations 
and Recommendations

The ubiquity of the data used in this study in the 
United States allows us to conclude that other 
communities can easily replicate the proposed 
methodology and create their own indicators of 
inadequate housing.

The experience in this case study allows us to 
confirm that the data collection methodology 
used is quite suitable for adoption and implemen-
tation by resource-strapped neighborhood orga-
nizations interested in reporting on the SDGs.

Finally, two recommendations can be made: 
First, communities can use the methodology pro-
posed to assess housing conditions and create an 
indicator of inadequate housing as part of an 
evidence- based policymaking process to imple-
ment goal 11 of the SDGs. Second, this method-
ology should be re-implemented every other year 
to capture change and to keep track of goal 11 of 
the SDGs, keeping in mind that the nature of the 
market and context (predominantly rental or 
owner-occupied) are important determinants of 
the ideal frequency.
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10.1  Introduction. The UN 
Sustainable Development 
Goals and the YSE Model

The United Nations Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs) are a framework of 17 goals 
designed to uncover and aggregate information in 
a manner that provides comparisons between dis-
parate global areas and sectors. Indicators to 
track progress toward each goal are defined 
through 169 global monitoring indicators with 
suggestions for Complementary National 
Indicators. While used throughout Europe and 
Africa, these indicators have yet to be widely 
used in the United States and by nonprofits work-
ing to change public policies (Fig. 10.1).

The SDG #8 Workforce Development goals 
promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable 
economic growth, full and productive employ-
ment, and decent work for all. Two of the sub-
goals, 8.5 and 8.6, and strategy 8.B.1 are focused 
on operationalizing national strategies for youth 
employment toward full and productive employ-
ment and decent work for all women and men, 
including young people and persons with dis-

abilities, and equal pay for work of equal value 
(Fig. 10.2).

Amy Liu (2018), President and Director of 
Brookings Metropolitan Policy, examined how 
the 17 SDGs can help American cities tackle 
urgent local economic, political, and environ-
mental challenges vital to the health and well- 
being of their residents. Liu concludes that the 
SDGs “reflect the imperative to create an econ-
omy of opportunity that promotes economic 
mobility for all.” Elli Anzilotti (2018) notes that 
there are significant barriers for American cities 
including “poverty, racial inequity, climate inac-
tion, and failure to provide healthy food to all 
residents” which make implementing common 
indicators challenging. While these issues are not 
unique to cities in the United States, Anzilotti 
states that there are certain aspects of American 
politics and culture that render them especially 
difficult to overcome. Anzilotti cites Jessica 
Espey, Senior Advisor for the Sustainable 
Development Solutions Network, who states, 
“Racial inequity is something we identified as a 
theme in every American city. When looking at 
differences between white and nonwhite groups 
in cities across America… there are acute 
 differences in many outcomes–from poverty to 
health outcomes” (Anzilotti 2018).

The SDG Index and Dashboards Report for 
the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) countries shows that many 
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Fig. 10.1 Venn diagram 
of the three domains of a 
YSE

SDG 8 Decent work and economic growth

8.5 by 2030 achieve full and productive employment and 
decent work for all women and men, including for young 
people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay for 
work of equal value

Indicators include: 
       Youth employment rate, by formal and informal
sectors and 
       Ratification and implementation of fundamental 
ILO labor standards and compliance in law and practice. 

8.6 by 2020 substantially reduce the proportion of youth not
in employment, education or training 

Indicators include:
Secondary completion rates for girls and boys
Tertiary enrollment rates for women and men
Youth employment rate, by formal and informal sector

8.B By 2020, develop and operationalize a global strategy 
for youth employment and implement the Global Jobs Pact 
of the International Labor Organization

8.B.1 Existence of a developed and operationalized national
strategy for youth employment, as a distinct strategy or as 
part of a national employment strategy 

Fig. 10.2 SDG goals, indicators, and strategies 8.5, 8.6, and 8.b.1
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are experiencing low economic growth and high 
unemployment (SDG 8), as well as major short-
falls in gender equality (SDG 5). This includes 
the United States, and the Metropolitan Statistical 
Areas that include American cities (SDSN 2017). 
Efforts to deploy youth-focused employment 
strategies which include trainings, supports, and 
skills development like the YSE multi-indicator/
multi-sector model may help to contribute both to 
a fuller SDG dashboard and the data needed to 
inform local and regional policy.

Minnesota teens and young adults, in the Twin 
Cities metropolitan area, and in particular youth 
from communities of color, or youth living in 
low-income census tract areas, face the largest 
disparities in the United States. These disparities 
are dramatic: Minnesota is listed as having the 
fourth lowest overall poverty rate in the country 
at 10%. And yet, in 2017 and continued through 
today it has a high overall rate of opportunity 
youth1 at 6.2% (Lewis 2019) with 27.1%, 
American Indian youth, and 12.1% of Black 
youth not in school or in work. Minnesota is also 
listed as having the worst financial and economic 
disparities in the country between white and 
Black families landing in 51st place in a national 
states survey. Three years later, Minnesota barely 
moved from 51st place to 50th in a states survey 
by The Wall Street Journal. These disparities and 
the gaps between Black and white Labor Market 
Participation Rate (LMPR) and the Employment 
to Population Ratio (EPOP), which have been 
tracked since 1972, reveal the need for a systemic 
solution (Ajilore 2020). A call for a multi-indica-
tor/multi-structured model is needed to address 
the complexity of the issue.

In 2016, the Sundance Family Foundation 
partnered with Wilder Research to engage a 
cohort of youth-serving nonprofits that supported 
Youth Social Entrepreneurship (YSE) programs 
in a 36-month evaluation, capacity building, and 
research study. Sundance defines YSE programs 
as youth-designed, youth-led enterprises (i.e., 

1 Youth who are neither in school nor the workplace.

businesses or community social initiatives) that 
include (1) social-emotional learning (SEL), (2) 
community and cultural engagement, and (3) the 
development of entrepreneurial thought, busi-
ness, and work-readiness skills (Fig. 10.1). The 
outcomes include increased youth personal 
agency, enhanced social capital, and portable 
skills with a path to twenty-first-century careers. 
These youth-serving nonprofits typically have an 
embedded enterprise: youth repair bicycles, build 
boats, make cookies, sell recycled clothing, raise 
and sell vegetables, or a combination of these 
enterprises. While all nonprofits in this cohort 
share this common model, few had been produc-
ing quantitative data that would support this 
model as evidence-based.

The purpose of the study was to (1) grow the 
capacity of YSE nonprofit programs, (2) conduct 
evaluation, and (3) gather evidence of YSE mod-
el’s impact with youth. As part of the common 
evaluation, Wilder Research implemented two 
surveys for all programs: an existing survey from 
the US Department of Labor for use by supervi-
sors to capture youth’s work readiness abilities 
and a newly developed survey focusing on youth 
personal agency (Wilder 2019).

While conducting the study, the researchers 
identified the indicators that matched the indica-
tors of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) and in particular 
align with the SDG #8—Workforce Development. 
The lessons learned over the 36 months of imple-
menting common indicators across many differ-
ent types of YSE programs will inform the 
implementation and replication of the SDG’s 
workforce indicators, and strategy 8.b.1 to create 
a specific youth workforce development system 
by nonprofits serving youth in other American 
cities.

The benefit to the Twin Cities and other 
American cities to develop a cohesive set of mea-
surable indicators, such as SDGs, is that overall 
improvements can be more successfully moni-
tored and can be used to activate program or pol-
icy changes at a local or regional level.

10 How the Youth Social Entrepreneurship (YSE) Model Supports Implementation...
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10.2  The Youth Social 
Entrepreneurship (YSE) 
Model

The Youth Social Entrepreneurship (YSE) model 
integrates the practices of positive youth develop-
ment with community engagement and social 
entrepreneurship to enable mutual transforma-
tion of economies, neighborhoods, and individu-
als. It was inspired by Dr. Melvin Delgado (2004) 
and further explored in a white paper prepared by 
Dr. Tina Kruse, entitled Youth Social 
Entrepreneurship: Advancing the Field, for the 
Sundance Family Foundation (Kruse 2015), and 
in a book published by Oxford Press (Kruse 
2019).

Youth Social Entrepreneurship offers a unique 
opportunity for youth by bringing three key com-
ponents of youth asset development strategies 
together, as described further below:

10.2.1  Component A. Social- 
Emotional Learning 
and Forging Youth-Adult 
Relationships

Focusing on social-emotional development pro-
vides youth a structured means to improve inter-
personal skills. “The interconnectedness that 
results from social youth enterprises brings youth 
centrally into their own communities and does so 
in a manner that lends itself to creation of youth- 
adult partnerships and interactions that histori-
cally have not been present in this society” 
(Delgado 2004).

The YSE model supports the development of 
personal agency. This became one of the stron-
gest motivators for the development of new data 
tools in the Wilder Research study by the YSE 
managers as described later.

10.2.2  Component B. Community 
and Cultural Engagement 
to Create Social Capital

Focusing on community and cultural engagement 
supports youth as they explore their own cultural 

environments, take progressive leadership roles, 
and participate in civic and cultural opportunities 
within their communities. As the youth become 
more culturally engaged, their social capital 
increases. Social capital can be helpful in finding 
and maintaining a job, a family, and a home 
(Woolcock and Narayan 2000). Helping youth 
cultivate their social capital and networks is 
admittedly a very long-term strategy but one that 
can help young people to create predictability 
and gather resources as described in Bowling 
Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 
Communities by Robert Putnam (2000).

Because parental social capital has been 
shown to be an important predictor of adolescent 
social capital, it follows that youth whose fami-
lies are marginalized may experience lower lev-
els of social capital. To this end, YSE programs 
can enrich youths’ social networks by supporting 
interactions with broader sets of individuals. 
Facilitated development of relationships could 
thereby grow an individual young person’s social 
networks, eventually affecting their future oppor-
tunities (Weiss, 2012).

10.2.3  Component C. Work 
Readiness 
and Entrepreneurial Thought

Focusing on interdisciplinary elements of work-
force readiness, the concept of entrepreneurship 
is taught through explorative value creation 
(Kruse, 2019). Youth in YSE enterprises are typi-
cally creating financial plans, dealing with cus-
tomers, and communicating a vision (Fisher et al. 
2008). These activities enforce the development 
of agile thinking, team interactions, and complet-
ing assignments both alone and together with 
others, as well as taking direction and providing 
peer feedback to others.

In traditional entrepreneurship education pro-
grams, workforce readiness might be taught 
through exercises, or role-playing in hypothetical 
situations. Using the YSE model, students par-
ticipate in various aspects of the enterprise. For 
example, they may work as teams and often take 
independent roles after observing their peers. 
While this makes the enterprise inefficient in 
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terms of work output, or a financial return on 
investment (ROI), it creates a learning lab where 
youth can naturally apply learned skills toward 
added value. The duration of these trainings var-
ies, but a duration of more than 90 days is opti-
mal (Fig. 10.3).

Building intergenerational relationships, as 
this model does, often involves partnerships, 
mentorships, or mutual experiences between a 
young person, volunteer, staff member, commu-
nity member, and/or customer who is older by 
5  years or more. These key relationships allow 
the youth to find resources and support from 
within their communities. Valuing their commu-
nities contributes to both community transforma-
tion and economic transformation. Community 
transformation programs emphasize people 
before profits, where youth might be paid as they 
create community gardens or save heritage seeds 
for the community. Economic transformation 

programs foster youth job skills and business 
development. These are the primary programs in 
the Twin Cities and are found in youth-led non-
profit enterprises.

“With such profound potential for positive 
impact, the YSE model can be viewed as an 
independent approach to youth development 
deserving of the empirical, practical, and finan-
cial support afforded other youth initiatives” 
(Weiss 2012).

10.3  The Sundance Cohort’s 
Evidence-Based Study 
of the Youth Social 
Entrepreneurship Model

Inspired by the Social Initiative Fund (SIF) in 2015, 
the Sundance Family Foundation engaged with 
Wilder Research to design an evaluation that would 

Fig. 10.3 The YSE framework to impact community and economic transformation
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enable nonprofits focused on youth training and 
development to jointly create evidence- based 
research. The Sundance Family Foundation had 
been funding workforce development models and 
strategies since 2003 including a Wunderkammer 
(reverse job fair) and pathways to help youth from 
training programs. Wilder Research as a part of the 
Amherst Wilder Foundation has had a well-
deserved local, regional, and national reputation 
helping communities, government units, and non-
profits thrive by turning information into impact.

10.4  The Challenges 
of Developing of Common 
Instruments

The Sundance study led by Wilder Research 
included nonprofits that were very different enter-
prises one to another—from urban agriculture, bike 
shops, bakery, and consignment stores to intern-
ships and micro-grants. This spoke to the variation 
of organizations working to impact the lives of 
youth in their local communities. All cohort mem-
bers had enterprises where youth were receiving 
stipends or wages while working, and all were 
employing youth living in low- income areas or in 
communities of color, often in the neighborhoods 
where these nonprofits are located.

Initially in 2015, each of the cohort organiza-
tions saw themselves primarily engaged in youth 
development and not workforce career readiness 
or training. The cultural, community, and social- 
emotional learning activities varied greatly from 
one organization to another. Finding commonal-
ity took many meetings and several additional 
months. It was also important to all cohort pro-
gram staff, not only to protect the youth from too 
much invasive questioning but to also measure 
indicators of social-emotional development and 
personal agency. How to do both at the same time 
created many engaging conversations that ulti-
mately built trust between organizations, the 
foundation and the researchers. All nonprofits 
were using the Youth Program Quality Assessment 
Tools (YPQA) to ensure that their environments 
were youth sensitive, embracing, and free from 
gender and racial barriers. All nonprofits were 
reporting to countless government units and pro-

viding grant evaluations to funders. Yet, these 
nonprofits did not have the data captured or orga-
nized internally to assess the progress of each 
student and to retain records over time. Most 
nonprofits relied upon spreadsheets or reported 
data to external sources.

10.5  Giving Youth 
the Opportunity to Make 
Changes in their World 
Sparks Agency

According to Dr. Tina Kruse (2019), “Giving 
youth opportunities to make change in their 
immediate surroundings via social entrepreneur-
ship—whether it’s small-scale change in a class-
room procedure or a larger scale enterprise that 
engages a neighborhood or beyond—results in an 
experience of genuine agency.”

Through an iterative process of gathering 
feedback, cohort members identified collective 
and, for a few organizations, specific measures of 
social-emotional development which included:

• Youth are more self-confident.
• Youth set future goals/have future aspirations/

future planning.
• Youth have increased interpersonal, team-

work, and leadership skills.
• Youth have increased sense of cultural 

identity.

Indicators measuring community and social 
connectedness included:

• Youth have positive relationships with caring 
adults in community.

• Youth feel more connected to each other.
• Youth feel more connected to the community.

Indicators to track improved lifestyles and 
healthy behaviors included:

• Youth have agency.
• Youth have improved financial 

self-sufficiency.
• Previous youth offenders do not reoffend; un- 

offenders do not start offending.*
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• Youth increase bike riding as transportation.*
• Youth increase healthy eating.*

Note: Indicators marked with an asterisk (*) 
were not collected across all nonprofits.

After a 4-month process of surveys, consensus 
building, and refining logic models for each orga-
nization, Wilder Research created (1) a Youth 
Retrospective Survey to capture recommended 
indicators of personal agency. This survey gives 
youth a way to voice their own personal develop-
ment consistent with increasing their social- 
emotional learning. Wilder Research also 
identified (2) an existing Work Readiness Tool, 
developed by the US Department of Labor in 
1998 and revised in 2014. These two surveys and 
demographic data captured about each partici-
pant formed the basic data for this study. The 
Workforce Readiness survey is administered by a 
work-site supervisor and assesses youth on the 
following (definitions for each measure are 
included in the tool): (1) attendance, (2) punctu-
ality, (3) workplace appearance, (4) taking initia-
tive, (5) quality of work, (6) communication 
skills, (7) response to supervision, (8) teamwork, 
(9) problem-solving/critical-thinking, and (10) 
workplace culture policy and safety. Three addi-
tional items were added at the request of the 
group: (11) involvement in something larger than 
themselves, (12) financial self-sufficiency, and 
(13) job application/employability skills.

10.6  Preparing to Implement 
a Common Set of Indicators

Implementing these common indicators was a 
challenge for a variety of reasons. Youth-serving 
nonprofits most often direct their financial and 
personnel resources to implementing programs 
and not capturing data. Adding these indicators, 
even with a variety of data capturing tools, 
required training, the use of new or revised forms, 
and new dashboards or analysis. Capturing a 
common set of indicators was enhanced with the 
following:

Selecting an internal team of three key staff 
from each organization and asking all three to 

attend several training meetings were important. 
Two to three large group meetings each year both 
built teams in each organization and offered net-
working between organizations. The three staff 
from each nonprofit consisted of (1) an executive 
director or a data manager, (2) the grant writer, 
and (3) the direct program manager. As time 
passed, sending three key staff to trainings was 
not seen as cost-effective by the nonprofit leader-
ship even when many organizations experienced 
staff turnovers exceeding 150% in the positions. 
Nonprofits started sending smaller teams. 
However, without these collective meetings, 
adherence to data collection and interagency net-
working may have waned. The fatigue which is 
always associated with learning and implement-
ing new systems was assuaged to some extent by 
Wilder Research. To support implementation of 
common evaluation instruments, Wilder Research 
scientists were assigned to specific organizations 
and met with each several times between January 
and June 2016 to develop logic models and eval-
uation plans. Each cohort member arranged to 
meet in-person with their assigned research sci-
entist to review the Work Readiness and Youth 
Retrospective tools, review the grading scales, 
and understand the measurement definitions prior 
to implementing the tools. The researchers 
stressed the importance of implementing the 
tools consistently.

Staff/supervisors were instructed to com-
plete the Work Readiness Tool for each youth 
employee/participant approximately 2  weeks 
after their programming started and then approxi-
mately every 90 days thereafter. A youth in the 
program for a year would then be assessed 4 
times over the course of that year.

Training instructions were also developed 
for cohort members moving to databases for the 
first time. Intensive in-house one-to-one trainings 
were required in many areas: moving from 
spreadsheets to a database to capture longitudinal 
data, training program staff to implement the sur-
veys, and training a central data collector. Reports 
included blind templates for evaluators and tem-
plates with full data for staff. Some cohort sites 
opted to use Survey Monkey to capture their 
Youth Retrospective Survey results. Instructions 
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for using the forms with youth were also care-
fully explained to each supervisor. These and 
other areas are typically not developed in organi-
zations that are not affiliated with universities or 
research institutions. Developing the infrastruc-
ture to collect these indicators was more expen-
sive than anticipated and required more time, 
training, and support staff.

10.7  Gathering Data Using 
Common Indicators 
from Un-common Youth- 
Serving Nonprofits

The commonality for all cohort members was 
that they had youth-driven enterprises and used 
the YSE model. These programs varied widely in 
terms of size and enterprise activity. Of the initial 
14 programs (12 organizations) that participated 
in the YSE research study, 11 are included in this 
analysis. Programs vary: 6 have less than 25 staff 
members, while 2 programs have more than 100 
staff members; 9 are located in Minneapolis with 
2 in St. Paul, and 7 programs employ youth for 
more than 5  months. Due to variations in their 
programming and their initial data capacity, the 
number of youth assessed by each program as 
part of the evaluation varied substantially (4–196 
youth) (Fig. 10.4).

From September 2016 through August 2018, 
programs implemented the group instruments in 
accordance with the protocols. As a result, across 
all programs, 46% of youth (n  =  412) were 
assessed using the Work Readiness assessment, 
and 58% of youth (n = 519) completed the Youth 
Retrospective Survey.

10.8  Replication of the Study 
for Reliability

From September 2017 through August 2018, 11 
YSE programs replicated the study with 889 
youth. Data was limited to youth age 13–24. 
Programs range in size, serving between 12 and 

286 youth during that 2-year period, with some 
offering only summer programming.

About half of youth were identified as male 
and half as female, with one program serving 
only women. Most youth (81%) were 14–17; all 
programs served this age range. The average age 
was 16. Twenty percent were young adults age 
18–24, with most programs (8 of 11) serving this 
older group. Younger teens and Black youth are 
more represented in the Work Readiness results. 
This is in part due to the fact that one particular 
program that served older youth had difficultly 
completing their post-assessments.

All programs served racially diverse youth. 
About half of the youth served were identified as 
Black, African American, or African (54%) and 
were represented in all 11 programs. Youth next 
most commonly identified were White or 
Caucasian (18%), Asian or Asian-American 
(14%), American Indian or Alaska Native (5%), 
and Hispanic or Latinx (3%). The other youth 
represented a variety of racial groups, with the 
programs themselves serving different ethnic, 
racial, or cultural groups of low-income youth.

10.9  Outcomes

At the end of data collection in September 2018, 
864 youth had participated in their respective 
YSE program up to 746 days (2 years), with an 
average of 114  days (3.7  months). During the 
24-month period, staff at 10 of the 11 YSE pro-
grams assessed youth at least twice on 12 Work 
Readiness skills using the tool modified from the 
existing survey (US Department of Labor, 1998). 
A total of 412 youth were included in the analysis 
ranging from 8 to 152 youth per program.

Researchers limited the analysis of Work 
Readiness assessments to initial assessments that 
were completed between 1 and 30 days upon pro-
gram entry so that scores would represent a true 
baseline. Youth with an initial baseline assess-
ment of over a month after starting the program 
were excluded from this analysis. As a result, the 
youth (n = 412) with a valid pre-assessment had 
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about half the number of days of programming of 
overall youth served.

Overall, there was statistically significant 
improvement in 11 of 12 work readiness skills 
measured (all except “attendance”). On average, 
youth (n = 308–407) were proficient on 6.6 items at 
pre-assessment, increasing to 9.6 items at post- 
assessment after 30 or more days of 
programming.

Youth (n  =  407–412) showed the most improve-
ment in four areas: (1) problem-solving/critical- 
thinking, with 32% becoming proficient and 45% 
demonstrating some improvement; (2) quality of 
work, with 36% becoming proficient and 52% 
demonstrating some improvement; and (3) 
 communication skills with 31% becoming profi-
cient and 45% demonstrating some improvement. 
While staff observed fewer youth improving in the 

Size of programs 
(number of youth served annually)

Number

Small (less than 25) 6

Medium (25 – 99) 3

Large (100 or more) 2

Location Blank

Minneapolis/Saint Paul 9

Suburbs 2

Type of enterprise Blank

Retail (bakery, graphic design, clothing) 5

Repair shops (bikes, small engine) 3

Outdoor-related (gardening, farmers 
market, landscaping)

3

Length of programming Blank

Short (<4 months) 4

Longer (5+ months) 7

Size of cohort engaged in data collection Blank

Small (less than 40 youth evaluated) 7

Large (40 or more youth evaluated) 4

Fig. 10.4 Overview of 
the programs in the 
Sundance and Wilder 
Research YSE cohort
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Fig. 10.5 Staff ratings of work readiness skills, pre/post, and change of youth in programs in the Sundance Family 
Foundation and Wilder Research YSE cohort

N=407-412

Percentage rated 
proficient or 
exemplary

Percentage 
with any 
improvemen
tb

Percentage 
becoming 
proficientc

General 
professional skills

Pre Posta

Quality of work 43% 76%* 52% 36%

Workplace 
culture, policy, 
and safety

62% 87%* 43% 27%

Punctuality 64% 81%* 37% 22%

Workplace 
appearance

86% 95%* 30% 11%

Attendance 73% 79% 32% 16%

Interpersonal skills Blank Blank Blank Blank

Problem-
solving/Critical-
thinking

38% 68%* 45% 32%

Taking initiative 41% 69%* 46% 31%

Communication 
skills

48% 75%* 45% 31%

Teamwork 57% 83%* 47% 29%
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Response to 
supervision

64% 86%* 46% 24%

Other (N=311) Blank Blank Blank Blank

Job application 
skills

46% 79%* 48% 34%

Financial self-
sufficiency

46% 75%* 41% 30%

Note. Youth were rated on a 4-point scale: Exemplary, Proficient, Needs 
Development, or Improvement Plan Needed. Totals may not equal 100% 
due to rounding. To be included, pre-assessment had to be completed 
within 30 days of program entry, and the post-assessment had to be 
completed at least 30 days after the pre-assessment.
a Significance tests were conducted using McNemars test; an * indicates 
the post was statistically higher than the pre.
b Percentage becoming proficient are those youth that went from Needs 
Development or Improvement Plan Needed to Proficient or Exemplary.
c Percentage with any improvement are those youth who progressed to a 
higher category on the scale.

Fig. 10.5 (continued)

area of workplace appearance, a large proportion 
of youth (86%) were proficient or exemplary in this 
area initially with post scores of 95%. Attendance 
had no significant change (Fig. 10.5).

10.9.1  The Length of Involvement 
in a YSE Program Improved 
the Outcomes

Preliminary results indicate that the longer youth 
are employed, the more their work readiness 
skills may improve. On average, those engaged 
in a YSE program for less than 75 days (n = 180) 
were initially proficient on 7.0 items increasing 
to proficiency on 9.6 items at post-assessment. 

In comparison, youth (n  =  126) engaged for 
more than 75  days were initially proficient on 
6.1 items increasing to 9.7 items on the 
post-assessment.

Of note, 54% of youth with longer tenures 
improved on the indicators about their response 
to supervision and teamwork compared to 
42–43% of youth with less duration. However, 
35–37% of youth with shorter tenures were profi-
cient on job application and financial self- 
sufficiency skills compared to 34–36% of those 
with more duration. Four programs engage youth 
on a shorter-term basis in early job and financial 
training, so these differences may be a result of 
programming differences between shorter-term 
and longer-term programs.
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10.9.2  Youth Demographics Reveal 
Different Patterns 
of Acquiring Skills by Age 
and Gender

Researchers analyzed data based on youth demo-
graphics to determine whether certain groups 
benefit from YSE programs more than others. No 
clear patterns emerged; however, a few nuances 
are worth noting.

In comparing work readiness scores by gen-
der, both young men and young women became 
proficient in a similar number of items. However, 
young women were initially generally more pro-
ficient. Though both young women and young 
men experienced similar levels of improvement, 
areas with initial statistically significant differ-
ences included:

• Young women (n = 161) were more likely to 
initially be rated proficient or exemplary on 
punctuality, workplace appearance, commu-
nication skills, and problem-solving/
critical- thinking at the beginning of the 
program.

• Young men (n = 123) were less likely to ini-
tially be rated proficient or exemplary on indi-
cators of punctuality; quality of work; 
workplace culture, policy, and safety; and 
problem-solving/critical-thinking at the begin-
ning of the program, giving young men more 
room to improve.

10.9.3  Acquisition of Skills by Age 
of Youth

Youth age 16–17 experienced the most growth 
when compared to younger youth (age 14–15) 
and young adults (18–24). In part, youth age 
16–17 were rated proficient on a fewer number of 
items initially, on average, meaning they had the 
most room to grow.

• Younger youth (n  =  127 age 14–15) were 
more likely to initially be rated proficient or 
exemplary on indicators of punctuality; work-
place appearance; quality of work; workplace 

culture, policy, and safety; and problem- 
solving/critical-thinking.

• Older youth (n = 105 age 16–17) were more 
likely to improve in attendance; punctuality; 
workplace appearance; quality of work; work-
place culture, policy, and safety; and problem- 
solving/critical-thinking.

• Young adults (n  =  34 age 18–24) were less 
likely to improve; however they were more 
likely to demonstrate initial proficiency. 
Despite being proficient on 10 of 12 items 
after participating, in general, they were less 
likely to be proficient on indicators of work-
place appearance, response to supervision, 
and teamwork.

African-American/Black and white youth in 
general demonstrated improvements in work 
readiness skills over the course of their involve-
ment in their respective programs. Below are a 
few notable variations:

• Black and Asian youth were more likely to 
improve in workplace culture, policy and 
safety, and taking initiative.

• Asian youth were more likely to initially be 
rated proficient or exemplary on indicators 
of workplace appearance, quality of work, 
communication skills, and problem-solving/
critical-thinking.

• White youth were more likely to decline on 
indicators of punctuality, workplace appear-
ance, taking initiative, and response to 
supervision.

10.9.4  Impacts Reported on Social- 
Emotional Development

Across the 11 programs participating in the 
23-month study, 519 youth completed the 
Youth Retrospective Survey. Youth rated their 
level of agreement or disagreement with each 
survey item twice: once based on how they felt 
at the initial time taking the survey, and once at 
the end of the program reflecting back to how 
they felt prior to joining their respective 
program.
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Youth showed statistically significant growth 
across all four required survey items related to 
self-confidence, community connectedness, and 
goal orientation. A larger proportion of youth 
reported increases in feeling part of a community, 
with about half progressing to a higher category 
on the scale (“more agreement”) and a quarter 
advancing from disagreement to agreement 
(Fig. 10.6).

Among the optional items (administered 
in 8–10 of the programs), a statistically sig-
nificant change in youth’s agreement was in 
all but one item. Of particular note, 40–50% 
of youth perceived growth on the following 
items, with about a quarter going from 
strongly disagree/disagree to strongly agree/
agree:

• I have the skills and experiences needed to be 
a mentor for other youth.

• I feel comfortable speaking in front of a group 
of people.

• I know what I can do to help make the com-
munity a better place.

While less than 10% of youth indicated 
growth on the following four items, 90% or 
more of the youth initially agreed with these 
statements. This may indicate that the youth 
already perceived themselves as strong in those 
areas when they began their involvement with 
the YSE program:

• I think it is important to listen to and value the 
opinions of others.

• I believe young people can make a difference 
in the community.

• There are people in my life I can depend on 
when I need help.

• I am willing to stand up for what is right.

10.10  Key Learning Which May 
Influence How Common 
Indicators Are Placed upon 
Youth-Serving Nonprofits 
in American Cities

Changing the system of employment with youth 
while also imposing common indicators on organi-
zations that may or may not have an existing data 
or analysis system can be daunting. This study tried 
to resolve some of these disconnects. Stumbling 
blocks included (1) significant turnover, often one, 
two, or three staff members every 18 months on the 
internal team; (2) the inexperience of program staff 
working with indicators to be used for public anal-
ysis and reporting; and (3) the lack of infrastructure 
to convert conversation into real data collection.

10.10.1  Key Overall Findings

YSE programs serve diverse youth. The youth 
served by the YSE programs were racially and 
ethnically diverse with an equal mix of young 
men and young women ranging in age from 13 to 
24 (average age 16). Over half were identified as 
Black, African American, or African (54%).

Youth gained proficiency in work readiness 
skills. Overall, after 30 or more days of program-
ming, staff observed growth in 11 of 12 work readi-
ness skills measured (all except “attendance”).

Youth perceived growth in their own social- 
emotional skills and personal agency. On the Youth 
Retrospective Survey, up to a third of the youth per-
ceived improvement in their social- emotional skills. 
Youth rating their own skills at the beginning and end 
of programming reflected statistically significant 
growth in feeling part of their community, feeling 
confident, having an adult to talk to about problems, 
and having future goals for themselves.
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Fig. 10.6 Youth self-ratings, retro-pre/post, and change, in 11 programs in the Sundance Family Foundation and 
Wilder Research YSE cohort

Percentage agree 
or strongly agree

Percenta
ge 
with 
more 
agreeme
ntb

Percentage 
moving from 
disagreement 
to agreementcRequired items (11 

programs)
Retro-Pre Posta

I feel like I am part 
of a community. 
(N=513)

73% 96%* 25% 48%

I am confident. 
(N=515)

72% 96%* 24% 43%

When I have a 
problem, there is 
an adult that I can 
talk to. (N=511)

78% 95%* 18% 38%

I have identified 
future goals for 
myself. (N=511)

75% 92%* 18% 35%

Optional items (8-
10 programs)

Blank Blank Blank Blank

I have the skills 64% 92%* 28% 51%

and experiences 
needed to be a 
mentor for other 
youth. (N=426)

I feel comfortable 
speaking in front 
of a group of 
people. (N=426)

57% 81%* 24% 43%
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I know what I can 
do to help make 
the community a 
better place. 
(N=426)

70% 92%* 23% 45%

I can handle 
stressful 
situations. (N=426)

74% 93%* 20% 41%

I feel supported in 
pursuing my 
personal goals. 
(N=463)

84% 97%* 14% 39%

I know how to get 
along with other 
young people. 
(N=462)

86% 97%* 11% 38%

I believe young 
people can make a 
difference in the 
community. 

89% 96%* 8% 29%

(N=426)

There are people 
in my life I can 
depend on when I 
need help. 
(N=400)

90% 96%* 7% 26%

I am willing to 
stand up for what 
is right. (N=342)

92% 97% 6% 25%

Fig. 10.6 (continued)
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Cultivating the workforce readiness and 
career paths requires the development of an 
articulated skills pathway, where a credential or 
nationally recognized skill achievement will 
simultaneously provide credits for a degree. 
The degree credits will contribute to a degree 
program and ultimately to a 2-year and then a 
4-year diploma. The call for an accelerated 
effort to attain 70% post-secondary credential 
or degree attainment with adults age 25–44 
makes this an excellent time to create a distinct 
strategy for a youth workforce development 
system. In 2015 the Minnesota Legislature 
enacted a state postsecondary educational 
attainment goal that 70% of Minnesota adults 
(age 25 to 44) will have attained a postsecond-
ary certificate or degree by 2025 (Minn. Laws 
2015 Chapter 69 Article 3 Sec. 6). Achieving 
this goal has been uneven and markedly slow 
(Hermida and Fergus 2019). Accelerating prog-
ress towards the goal makes this an excellent 
time to create a distinct strategy for a youth 
workforce development system as identified in 
SDG 8.b.1.

10.10.2  The Need for 
the Implementation 
of a Formal Youth Training 
Model to Inspire 
Collaborations to Collect 
Common Indicators 
Requires Coordination 
and Large Measurable 
Goals Such as the UN SDGs

SDG #8 measures both formal and informal work-
force development. Informal models historically 
make up the informal economic sectors, which 
exist in many areas of the world and which are also 
found in American cities. Youth and other margin-
alized people have long engaged in entrepreneur-
ship as a means of survival. As a result, in many 
areas “young people (and women of all ages) 
make up a significant portion of the informal sec-
tor due to the systemic disenfranchisement that 
limits their participation in formal employment” 
(Kruse 2019). Nonprofits and government units in 
American cities would do well to use formal mod-
els to create and capture common indicators.

I think it is 
important to listen 
to and value the 
opinions of others. 
(N=466)

95% 99%* 4% 30%

Note. Youth rated themselves on a 4-point scale from strongly disagree to 
strongly agree. Totals may not equal 100% due to rounding.
a Significance tests were conducted using McNemars test; an * indicates 
the post was statistically higher than the retrospective-pre at P < 0.001 
level.
b Percent moving from disagreement to agreement are those youth that 
went from strongly disagree or disagree to strongly agree or agree.
c Percent with more agreement are those youth who progressed to a higher 
category on the scale.

Fig. 10.6 (continued)
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The use of a formal model, like this YSE 
model, both cultivates and monitors youth devel-
opmental skill areas, which lead to career paths. 
The formalized structure also lends itself to 
application with various organizations so that 
common indicators can be used. When adapted, 
this YSE model may be a model that holds prom-
ise with youth work training programs through-
out American cities and rural areas and in other 
OECD and non-OECD countries. Further study 
and replication is required.

10.11  Recommendations: Ten 
Lessons Learned in Creating 
a Formal Youth Workforce 
Development System Using 
the SDG Framework

 1. Creating collaborations that include youth-
serving providers, program designers  and 
practitioners increases networking, profes-
sional development, trust, and cooperation. 
The resulting acceptance of common indi-
cators coming from these nurtured relation-
ships is of critical importance to the 
successfully implement of SDG strategies 
and indicators. It is very important that 
these collaborations be sustained to encour-
age the collecting and reporting of data for 
years after the initial training and 
implementation.

 2. Buy-in to the acceptance of a set of common 
tools is a long process that must be curated. 
A concern in the field of youth work is that 
“many frontline staff begin with little train-
ing, and develop their professional skills in 
isolation… with limited opportunity to 
reflect, read research, or learn from peers or 
expert practitioners” (Larson et  al. 2015). 
Aware of the fact that these grassroots non-
profits were growing in isolation from each 
other, in 2013 we developed a collaborative 
called the Youth Social Entrepreneurship 
Collaborative. This was a way to convene 
yearly summits, bring information about 
advancing the youth social entrepreneurship 
model, and allow organizational leaders to 

learn from one another. Workshops, speak-
ers, social media discussions, and morning 
egg-bake breakfasts helped youth leaders 
gather to learn strategic topics and 
procedures.

 3. Developing the infrastructure to collect 
these indicators was more expensive, time- 
consuming, and problematic than antici-
pated. Collecting data is often not viewed as 
effective and efficient programming by 
cash- strapped nonprofits serving youth in 
low- income areas or youth from communi-
ties of color. The ability of many nonprofits 
working with youth to collect yet another set 
of indicators is strained by a number of fac-
tors: financial, personnel, and back office 
capacity to capture and analyze data. The 
back offices for most community-based 
nonprofits may not include databases, or 
consistent personnel. A summer intern is 
often the designated accidental techie so that 
change in personnel is common and disrup-
tive. These informal systems must be 
addressed and receive the capital needed 
before a collective system can be developed. 
While all programs funded with philan-
thropic or government dollars require evalu-
ation, the requirements are not consistent. 
As a result, nonprofits managers, like man-
agers everywhere, are understandably wary.
The combination of working toward collec-
tive large-scale goals, such as creating a 
 specific youth workforce development strat-
egy, brings philanthropy, governments, and 
research to nonprofits to build capacity and 
capture data that will enable multiple part-
ners to develop policy solutions. This work 
also enables nonprofits to document their 
successes, reach for larger funding, and ulti-
mately track alumni and support them with 
innovations.

 4. Putting youth first: nonprofit leaders are pro-
tective about burdening the youth they serve 
with yet more indicators. Many youth face 
daunting and invasive questionnaires in every 
part of their lives. Gaining trust from these 
youth requires that the youth have agency 
about their personal information.
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All nonprofit leaders in this study were 
absolute in their decision to put youth first 
and to protect them from excessive analysis, 
data gathering, and surveys. It is important to 
listen both to the youth and to the nonprofit 
leaders as together they approve of the indi-
cators and demographics that will both help 
the youth and the nonprofits.

 5. Targeting improvements for opportunity 
youth and measuring progress using SDG 
8.6 indicators may help communities more 
accurately find opportunity youth which 
enables the community, nonprofits, and local 
and regional governmental units to then pro-
vide solutions and support.

 6. Creating a path of articulated skills develop-
ment with appropriate supports at every level 
can guide youth from entry-level skills train-
ing programs to the acquisition of credentials 
and degrees at an earlier age, giving them 
more economic mobility.

 7. Philanthropy must find a way to support the 
SDG common indicators: as the most chari-
table state in the nation (Burd-Sharps and 
Lewis 2013), Minnesota’s philanthropy 
struggles to find common measures that can 
help guide its government policies and prob-
lem-solving solutions. Many efforts have 
and are being launched including this par-
ticular effort to create and implement proto-
cols to capture common evidence-based data 
using a multi- indicator/multi-sector model. 
With expansion, it can galvanize the exis-
tence of a developed and operationalized 
strategy for youth employment as part of 
Minnesota’s overall workforce development 
strategy.

 8. Nationally, lessons from this study and the 
development of a YSE model may assist non-
profits serving low-income, opportunity 
youth and youth from communities of color 
in other American cities, by reinforcing the 
importance of youth-centered design.

 9. While evidence-based challenges can and 
did arise during implementation of this YSE 
model, the lessons learned over the 36 
months will inform the implementation and 

replication of the SDG’s workforce indica-
tors, and strategy 8.B.1 to create a specific 
youth workforce development system by 
nonprofits serving youth in other American 
cities.

 10. Tying the implementation of SDGs to pub-
lic policy will help secure its implementa-
tion and ultimate success. The benefit to the 
Twin Cities and other American cities to 
develop a cohesive set of measurable indi-
cators is that overall improvements can be 
more successfully monitored and solutions 
can be coordinated at both a micro and 
macro level.
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 End poverty in all its forms everywhere
Goals and targets (from the 2030 Agenda) Adapted US local indicators – city or smaller 

geographies
1.1
By 2030, eradicate extreme poverty for all people 
everywhere, currently measured as families living on less 
than 30% of median family income for the metro area.

1.1.1
Proportion of population below the US Extreme Low 
Income line, by sex, age, employment status and 
geographical location (urban/rural)

1.2
By 2030, reduce at least by half (2015 Baseline) the 
proportion of men, women and children of all ages living 
in poverty in all its dimensions according to national 
definitions measured from 2015.

1.2.1
Proportion of population living below the national 
poverty line, by sex and age
1.2.2
Proportion of men, women and children of all ages 
living in poverty in all its dimensions according to 
national definitions

1.3
Implement nationally appropriate social protection 
systems and measures for all, including floors, and by 
2030 achieve 50% coverage of the poor and the 
vulnerable, identified without coverage in 2015.

1.3.1
Proportion of population covered by social protection 
floors/systems, by sex, distinguishing children, 
unemployed persons, older persons, persons with 
disabilities, pregnant women, newborns, work-injury 
victims and the poor and the vulnerable
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1.5
By 2030, build the resilience of the poor and those in 
vulnerable situations and reduce their exposure and 
vulnerability to climate-related extreme events and other 
economic, social and environmental shocks and disasters.

1.5.1
Number of deaths, missing persons and persons 
affected by disaster per 100,000 people
1.5.2
Direct disaster economic loss in relation to gross 
domestic product (GDP) for the area being measured
1.5.3
Number of states with state level and local government 
disaster risk reduction strategies

1.a
Ensure significant mobilization of resources from a 
variety of sources, including through enhanced 
development cooperation, in order to provide adequate 
and predictable means, to implement programs and 
policies to end poverty in all its dimensions

1.a.1
Proportion of resources allocated by the government 
directly to poverty reduction programs
1.a.2
Proportion of total government spending on essential 
services (education, health and social protection)

1.b Create sound policy frameworks at the national, 
regional and international levels, based on pro-poor and 
gender-sensitive development strategies, to support 
accelerated investment in poverty eradication actions.

1.b.1
Proportion of government recurrent and capital 
spending to sectors that disproportionately benefit 
women, the poor and vulnerable groups

 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture
2.1
By 2030, end hunger and ensure access by all people, in 
particular the poor and people in vulnerable situations, 
including infants, to safe, nutritious and sufficient food all 
year round.

2.1.1
Prevalence of obesity
2.1.2
Prevalence of food insecurity in the population, based 
on percentage of the population living in food deserts 
(Food deserts are places more than 0.5 miles from a 
large grocery store selling fresh fruits and vegetables. 
Large grocery stores are typically stores with more 
than 50 employees and earning more than $2 million 
per year.)

2.4
By 2030, ensure sustainable food production systems and 
implement resilient agricultural practices that increase 
productivity and production, that help maintain 
ecosystems, that strengthen capacity for adaptation to 
climate change, extreme weather, drought, flooding and 
other disasters and that progressively improve land and 
soil quality.

2.4.1
Proportion of agricultural area under productive and 
sustainable agriculture

 Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages
3.2
By 2030, end preventable deaths of newborns and 
children under 5 years of age, with all countries aiming to 
reduce under-5 mortality to at least as low as 25 per 1000 
live births.

3.2.1
Under-5 mortality rate
3.2.2
Low birth weight rate
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3.3
By 2030, end the epidemics of AIDS, tuberculosis, 
malaria and neglected tropical diseases and combat 
hepatitis, water-borne diseases and other communicable 
diseases.

3.3.1
Number of new HIV infections per 1000 uninfected 
population, by sex, age and key populations
3.3.2
Tuberculosis incidence per 1000 population
3.3.3
Malaria incidence per 1000 population
3.3.4
Hepatitis B incidence per 100,000 population
3.3.5
Number of people requiring interventions against 
neglected tropical diseases

3.4
By 2030, reduce by one third premature mortality from 
non-communicable diseases through prevention and 
treatment and promote mental health and well-being.

3.4.1
Mortality rate attributed to cardiovascular disease, 
cancer, diabetes or chronic respiratory disease
3.4.2
Suicide mortality rate

3.6
By 2020, halve the number of deaths and injuries from 
road traffic accidents.

3.6.1
Death rate due to road traffic injuries

3.8
Achieve universal health coverage, including financial 
risk protection, access to quality essential health-care 
services and access to safe, effective, quality and 
affordable essential medicines and vaccines for all.

3.8.1
Coverage of essential health services (defined as the 
average coverage of essential services based on tracer 
interventions that include reproductive, maternal, 
newborn and child health, infectious diseases, 
non- communicable diseases and service capacity and 
access, among the general and the most disadvantaged 
population)
3.8.2
Number of people covered by health insurance or a 
public health system per 1000 population

3.9
By 2030, substantially reduce the number of deaths and 
illnesses from hazardous chemicals and air, water and soil 
pollution and contamination.

3.9.1
Asthma prevalence among adults >18 years

3.a
Strengthen the implementation of the World Health 
Organization Framework Convention on Tobacco Control 
in all countries, as appropriate.

3.a.1
Age-standardized prevalence of current tobacco use 
among persons aged 18 years and older

3.c
Substantially increase health financing and the 
recruitment, development, training and retention of the 
health workforce.

3.c.1
Health worker density and distribution

 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 
for all
4.1
By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys complete free, 
equitable and quality primary and secondary education 
leading to relevant and effective learning outcomes.

4.1.1
Proportion of children and young people: (a) in grades 
2/3; (b) at the end of primary; and (c) at the end of 
lower secondary achieving at least a minimum 
proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii) mathematics, 
by sex
4.1.2
High School Drop Out Rate
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4.2
By 2030, ensure that all girls and boys have access to 
quality early childhood development, care and pre-
primary education so that they are ready for primary 
education.

4.2.2
Participation rate in organized learning (one year 
before the official primary entry age), by sex

4.4
By 2030, substantially increase the number of youth and 
adults who have relevant skills, including technical and 
vocational skills, for employment, decent jobs and 
entrepreneurship.

4.4.1
Proportion of adults with at least a post-secondary 
degree

4.5
By 2030, eliminate gender disparities in education and 
ensure equal access to all levels of education and 
vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons 
with disabilities, indigenous peoples and children in 
vulnerable situations.

4.5.1
Parity indices (female/male, rural/urban, bottom/top 
wealth quintile and others such as disability status, 
indigenous peoples and conflict-affected, as data 
become available) for all education indicators on this 
list that can be disaggregated

4.7
By 2030, ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge 
and skills needed to promote sustainable development, 
including, among others, through education for 
sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, human 
rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace 
and non-violence, global citizenship and appreciation of 
cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to 
sustainable development.

4.7.1
Extent to which (i) global citizenship education and 
(ii) education for sustainable development, including 
gender equality and human rights, are mainstreamed at 
all levels in (a) national education policies, (b) 
curricula, (c) teacher education and (d) student 
assessment

 Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls
5.2
Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and 
girls in the public and private spheres, including 
trafficking and sexual and other types of exploitation.

5.2.2
Number of rape cases

5.5
Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal 
opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision- 
making in political, economic and public life.

5.5.2
Proportion of women- owned businesses
5.2.3
Gender wage gap

 Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all
6.4
By 2030, substantially increase water-use efficiency 
across all sectors and ensure sustainable withdrawals and 
supply of freshwater to address water scarcity and 
substantially reduce the number of people suffering from 
water scarcity.

6.4.1
Water consumption
6.4.2
Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a 
proportion of available freshwater resources

 Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable and modern energy for all
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7.2
By 2030, increase substantially the share of renewable 
energy in the global energy mix.

7.2.1
Renewable energy share in the total final energy 
consumption

7.3
By 2030, double the global rate of improvement in energy 
efficiency.

 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
employment and decent work for all
8.1
Sustain per capita economic growth in accordance with 
national circumstances and, in particular, at least 7% 
gross domestic product growth per annum in the least 
developed countries.

8.1.1
Annual growth rate of real GDP per capita

8.2
Achieve higher levels of economic productivity through 
diversification, technological upgrading and innovation, 
including through a focus on high-value added and 
labor- intensive sectors.

8.2.1
Annual growth rate of real GDP per employed person

8.5
By 2030, achieve full and productive employment and 
decent work for all women and men, including for young 
people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay for 
work of equal value.

8.5.1
Average hourly earnings of female and male 
employees, by occupation, age and persons with 
disabilities
8.5.2
Unemployment rate, by sex, age and persons with 
disabilities

8.6
By 2020, substantially reduce the proportion of youth not 
in employment, education or training.

8.6.1
Proportion of youth (aged 15–24 years) not in 
education, employment or training

 Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster 
innovation
9.c
Significantly increase access to information and 
communications technology and strive to provide 
universal and affordable access to the Internet in least 
developed countries by 2020.

9.c.1
Proportion of population covered by a mobile 
network, by technology

 Reduce inequality within and among countries
10.1
By 2030, progressively achieve and sustain income 
growth of the bottom 40% of the population at a rate 
higher than the national average.

10.1.1
Growth rates of household expenditure or income per 
capita among the bottom 40% of the population and 
the total population
10.1.2
GINI Index of income inequality
10.1.3
Racial segregation index
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10.2
By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and 
political inclusion of all, irrespective of age, sex, 
disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic or 
other status.

10.2.1
Proportion of people living below 50% of median 
income, by age, sex and persons with disabilities

10.6
Ensure enhanced representation and voice in decision-
making in order to deliver more effective, credible, 
accountable and legitimate institutions.

10.6.1
Voting participation rate

 Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable
11.1
By 2030, ensure access for all to adequate, safe and 
affordable housing and basic services and upgrade slums.

11.1.1
Proportion of urban population living in poor 
communities
11.1.2
Housing and Transportation Affordability, number of 
persons spending more than 46% of income on 
housing and transportation costs

11.2
By 2030, provide access to safe, affordable, accessible 
and sustainable transport systems for all, improving road 
safety, notably by expanding public transport, with special 
attention to the needs of those in vulnerable situations, 
women, children, persons with disabilities and older 
persons.

11.2.1
Proportion of population that has convenient access to 
public transport, by sex, age and persons with 
disabilities

11.5
By 2030, significantly reduce the number of deaths and 
the number of people affected and substantially decrease 
the direct economic losses relative to global gross 
domestic product caused by disasters, including 
water-related disasters, with a focus on protecting the 
poor and people in vulnerable situations.

11.5.1
Number of deaths, missing persons and persons 
affected by disaster per 100,000 peoplea

11.6
By 2030, reduce the adverse per capita environmental 
impact of cities, including by paying special attention to 
air quality and municipal and other waste management.

11.6.2
Annual mean levels of fine particulate matter (e.g. 
PM2.5 and PM10) in cities (population weighted); 
annual measure for ozone

11.7
By 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive and 
accessible, green and public spaces, in particular for 
women and children, older persons and persons with 
disabilities.

11.7.1
Average share of the built-up area of cities that is open 
space for public use for all, by sex, age and persons 
with disabilities

 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns
12.4
By 2020, achieve the environmentally sound management 
of chemicals and all wastes throughout their life cycle, in 
accordance with agreed international frameworks, and 
significantly reduce their release to air, water and soil in 
order to minimize their adverse impacts on human health 
and the environment.

12.4.3
Area of Brownfield or superfund sites
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12.5
By 2030, substantially reduce waste generation through 
prevention, reduction, recycling and reuse.

12.5.1
National recycling rate, tons of material recycled

12.6
Encourage companies, especially large and transnational 
companies, to adopt sustainable practices and to integrate 
sustainability information into their reporting cycle.

12.6.1
Number of companies publishing sustainability reports

 Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts[b]
13.1
Strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity to climate-
related hazards and natural disasters in all countries.

13.1.2
Number of deaths, missing persons and persons 
affected by disaster per 100,000 peoplea

13.2
Integrate climate change measures into national policies, 
strategies and planning.

13.2.1
Number of cities that have communicated the 
establishment or operationalization of an integrated 
policy/strategy/plan which increases their ability to 
adapt to the adverse impacts of climate change, and 
foster climate resilience and low greenhouse gas 
emissions development in a manner that does not 
threaten food production (including a national 
adaptation plan, nationally determined contribution, 
national communication, biennial update report or 
other)

13.3
Improve education, awareness-raising and human and 
institutional capacity on climate change mitigation, 
adaptation, impact reduction and early warning.

13.3.1
Number of cities that have integrated mitigation, 
adaptation, impact reduction and early warning into 
primary, secondary and tertiary curricula
13.3.2
Number of cities that have communicated the 
strengthening of institutional, systemic and individual 
capacity- building to implement adaptation, mitigation 
and technology transfer, and development actions

13.b
Promote mechanisms for raising capacity for effective 
climate change-related planning and management in least 
developed countries and small island developing States, 
including focusing on women, youth and local and 
marginalized communities.

13.b.1 Number of least developed countries and small 
island developing States that are receiving specialized 
support, and amount of support, including finance, 
technology and capacity- building, for mechanisms for 
raising capacities for effective climate change-related 
planning and management, including focusing on 
women, youth and local and marginalized 
communities – N/A

 Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage 
forests, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss
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15.1
By 2020, ensure the conservation, restoration and 
sustainable use of terrestrial and inland freshwater 
ecosystems and their services, in particular forests, 
wetlands, mountains and drylands, in line with 
obligations under international agreements.

15.1.1
Forest area as a proportion of total land area
15.1.2
Undeveloped Open Space as a proportion of total land 
area
15.1.3
Proportion of important sites for terrestrial and 
freshwater biodiversity that are covered by protected 
areas, by ecosystem type

 Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice 
for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels
16.1
Significantly reduce all forms of violence and related 
death rates everywhere.

16.1.1
Number of victims of intentional homicide per 
100,000 population, by sex and age
16.1.2
Conflict-related deaths per 100,000 population, by sex, 
age and cause
16.1.3
Proportion of population subjected to physical, 
psychological or sexual violence in the previous 
12 months

16.2
End abuse and rape.

16.2.3
Proportion of young women and men aged 
18–29 years who experienced sexual violence by age 
18

16.6
Develop effective, accountable and transparent 
institutions at all levels.

16.6.1
Primary government expenditures as a proportion of 
original approved budget, by sector (or by budget 
codes or similar)

16.7
Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and 
representative decision-making at all levels.

16.7.1
Proportions of positions (by sex, age, persons with 
disabilities and population groups) in public 
institutions (national and local legislatures, public 
service and judiciary) compared to national 
distributions

 Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global Partnership for Sustainable 
Development
Finance
17.1
Strengthen domestic resource mobilization, including 
through international support to developing countries, to 
improve domestic capacity for tax and other revenue 
collection.

17.1.1
Total government revenue as a proportion of GDP, by 
source
17.1.2
Proportion of domestic budget funded by domestic 
taxes

Technology
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17.6
Enhance North-South, South-South and triangular 
regional and international cooperation on and access to 
science, technology and innovation and enhance 
knowledge-sharing on mutually agreed terms, including 
through improved coordination among existing 
mechanisms, in particular at the United Nations level, and 
through a global technology facilitation mechanism.

17.6.2 Fixed Internet broadband subscriptions per 100 
inhabitants

Systemic issues
Policy and institutional coherence
17.14
Enhance policy coherence for sustainable development

17.14.1
Number of countries with mechanisms in place to 
enhance policy coherence of sustainable development

Multi-stakeholder partnerships
17.16
Enhance the Global Partnership for Sustainable 
Development, complemented by multi-stakeholder 
partnerships that mobilize and share knowledge, 
expertise, technology and financial resources, to support 
the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals in 
all countries, in particular developing countries.

17.16.1
Number of countries reporting progress in multi-
stakeholder development effectiveness monitoring 
frameworks that support the achievement of the 
sustainable development goals

Data, monitoring and accountability
17.18
By 2020, enhance capacity-building support to 
developing countries, including for least developed 
countries and small island developing States, to increase 
significantly the availability of high- quality, timely and 
reliable data disaggregated by income, gender, age, race, 
ethnicity, migratory status, disability, geographic location 
and other characteristics relevant in national contexts.

17.18.1
Proportion of sustainable development indicators 
produced at the local level with full disaggregation 
when relevant to the target, in accordance with the 
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics

17.18.3
Number of cities with a local statistical plan that is 
fully funded and under implementation, by source of 
funding
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