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On 2 August 2022 in Turugucho, 
Ecuador, Richard Yanez holds 
his 2-year-old daughter, Aysel, 
as she swings on a pole 
outside their home. UNICEF in 
coordination with the Ministry 
of Public Health is working on 
an Epidemiological Community-
based Surveillance program, 
which provides training to 
community leaders to act as 
observers in their territories.

© UNICEF/UN0692726/Arcos
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The Midpoint of the 2030 Agenda 
– A turning point for every child

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

“SDG progress is not about 
lines on a graph. It is about 
healthy mothers and 
babies; children learning 
the skills to fulfil their 
potential; parents who 
can feed their families. It 
is about renewable energy 
and clean air. It is about a 
world in which everyone 
enjoys human rights and 
human dignity.” 

United Nations Secretary-
General António Guterres1

Every child counts. The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development puts the 
principles of equality and non-discrimination at its heart, with a commitment 
to leave no one behind and reach those furthest behind first. This foundational 

tenet of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development embodies a collective pledge by nations 
worldwide to ensure that all individuals flourish in a sustainable environment where their rights 
and welfare are secured. Centring children in our efforts to drive sustainable development is 
a human rights imperative with the power to break harmful cycles of poverty and continued 
rights violations. Because the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are interconnected and 
interdependent, achieving them creates a pathway to systemic, structural and long-term change 
for every child. 

Today, at the midpoint of this vision for a more equitable world for all, how successful have we 
been in bettering the lives of our most cherished asset – our children? What achievements can we 
celebrate, and which obstacles remain? What lies on the path ahead to ensure a brighter future 
for every child? How do we make this a turning point in our commitment to upholding children’s 
rights?

Every child 
counts. 

To answer these questions, UNICEF examined the available data on the 48 child-related SDG 
indicators, which the agency regularly monitors. Organized around five domains of child well-being 
– Survive and Thrive, Learning, Protection from Harm, Safe and Clean Environment, and Life Free 
of Poverty – these indicators capture the breadth of children’s lived experiences. When viewed 
together rather than as individual sectors, they provide a rich, nuanced picture of children’s lives 
that tell us which children are thriving and which children are being left behind. 

The data reveal a stark truth: Despite remarkable advancements in several areas of development, 
millions of children continue to face the harsh realities of poverty, inequality and social exclusion. 

An initial snapshot (see Figure 1) shows that, globally:
Today, approximately one in three child-related SDGs have either been met or are on track to 
meet (i.e., more than 50 per cent of their target value has already been accomplished). 
• What this means for children:  By 2030, only one in four children will live in 

countries where 70 per cent of the child-related SDG targets will be met. If recent 
progress continues, only 60 countries – home to just 25 per cent of the child population 
– will have met their targets by 2030, leaving around 1.9 billion children in 140 countries 
behind.

Progress on children’s well-being 

1. Secretary-General’s remarks to launch the Special Edition of the Sustainable Development Goals Progress Report, United Nations, New York, 25 April 2023, <www.un.org/sg/en/
content/sg/speeches/2023-04-25/secretary-generals-remarks-launch-the-special-edition-of-the-sustainable-development-goals-progress-report>, accessed 12 September 2023.
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 To realize the SDGs 
for children, swift 
action must be 
taken: Two in three 
child-related SDG 
targets either require 
acceleration or are not 
being monitored

Two in three child-related SDGs require acceleration or are currently not being monitored.
• What this means for children: Today, a child born in a low-income country is 

seven times more likely to live in a country where child-related SDGs require 
acceleration than a child born in a high-income country. An estimated 150 million 
children – 6 per cent of the child population – live in 11 countries where 50 per cent of 
child-related targets have been met – which is, in fact, the highest level of achievement 
globally.

Different sectors and indicators show very diverse paths, from great advances to slow 
improvement, or in some cases, to some unfortunate reversals. 
• Globally, there has been a remarkable reduction in child (ages  1–4-years age group) 

mortality, which has declined by 59 per cent  since 2000. On the immunization 
front, global immunization coverage has shown steady increases since 2000. In 
2022, diptheria-tetanus-pertussis vaccine (DTP3) coverage was 84 per cent and 
immunization against measles (first dose) was 83 per cent. However, both are short 
of the 90 per cent coverage target. And while most countries have made progress in 
terms of primary completion rates, out-of-school rates regressed in 1 in 10 countries 
between 2015 and 2020. Additionally, least one in three countries regressed in learning 
proficiency and in trained teachers at the pre-primary and primary level.

Figure 1. Status of the 47 child-related SDG targets by country income groupings based on latest 
available data 

No data        Less than 50% of the target met        More than 50% of the target met         Target met

Source: Authors' simulation using as baseline data from UNICEF SDG data warehouse
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Yet, due to limited data availability, there is much that remains unknown about how close or far we 
are from reaching the 48 child-related SDG targets: On average, national-level data are available 
for nearly half of these indicators.  In high-income countries, there is a greater lack of child-related 
data that meet international standards when compared to data quality in low-income countries, in 
part because most monitoring in high-income countries relies on country-specific administrative 
data systems. This twofold problem – a widespread lack of data availability combined with a lack of 
quality data – compromises our ability to track children’s progress and identify the children being 
left behind.

Change is happening. The data compiled and presented in this report allow us to weave a tapestry 
comprising more than 20 years of data from more than 190 countries across 48 indicators. The 
result is a comprehensive assessment that shows that the advancement of child rights and the 
systematic improvement of child well-being is possible. Though not equally distributed between or 
within countries or across indicators, improvements are noticeable in certain areas. 

A significant number of countries with available data have displayed progress above national, 
regional or global averages. This recent progress must be contextualized, however, against 
distance to targets and the need to maintain and sustain achievement. Slow or fast, progress 
based on recent performance reflects each individual country’s initial conditions, national priorities, 
financing, ambition and commitments. In many low-income countries, recent progress has been 
comparatively strong due to a lower starting point and a firm national commitment accompanied 
with adequate financing. Meanwhile, many high-income countries are plateauing: In some cases, 
they are close to or have already met their target, while in others, finishing the ‘last mile’ is a 
challenge. 

Across economic income groups – low to high income – the principle of ‘leaving no one behind’ 
has become all the more critical. Falling short of reaching an SDG target is not just a gap on a 
chart – it points to real children and communities that are being left behind. This means that, 
in order to close these gaps and reach the targets, it is vital to identify those who are still 
systematically marginalized, excluded and discriminated against in society – such as girls, children 
with disabilities, children on the move and families living in poverty – and move quickly to fortify 
the protection and fulfilment of their rights. 

Across the various domains that encompass child well-being, significant disparities in progress can 
be observed. In the Survive and Thrive domain, substantial improvements have been noted over 
the past 30 years in child survival. Yet, challenges remain in areas such as undernutrition, which is 
associated with nearly half of all deaths in children under 5. Moreover, routine immunization has 
declined, with the COVID-19 pandemic intensifying the issue. 

Data shows that school attendance does not necessarily lead to acquisition of foundational skills, 
with 600 million children and adolescents not acquiring foundational reading and math despite the 
majority of those attending schools. The pandemic worsened this situation, likely resulting in 11 
million more 10-year-olds lacking foundational skills.

The good news: Many countries are closer 
to meeting the child-related SDG targets
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The Protection from Harm domain also highlights continued rights violations. Though child 
marriage rates have fallen since the 1990s, 12 million girls annually are still married prematurely. 
Without change, another 100 million girls will suffer this fate by 2030. Furthermore, in the poorest 
countries, over 20 per cent of children are trapped in child labour, which restricts their access to 
education and infringes upon their rights. 

Despite progress in the domain of Safe and Clean Environment, over 2.2 billion people remain 
without safe drinking water and 3.5 billion lack safe sanitation services. Every day, over 1,000 
children die before reaching their fifth birthday due to unsafe water. And diarrhoeal diseases 
resulting from poor drinking water, sanitation and hygiene (WASH) services result in a daily death 
toll of 700 children.

Finally, the Life Free of Poverty domain delves into child poverty and its lasting impacts, and 
examines access to social protection as a critical solution. Data from 83 countries show that 
approximately 30 per cent of children experience severe deprivation, while 15 per cent face 
multiple deprivations, jeopardizing their future opportunities and well-being.

What will it take for 
countries to achieve 
the SDGs for children? 
Benchmarking 
progress shows the 
advances made and 
the acceleration 
required to guide 
critical next steps.

Children are not spared by the 
current drought in Somali region, 
Ethiopia. At the Farburo 2 IDP 
camp, UNICEF has set up a Child 
Friendly Space to welcome 
children and provide them with 
a safe space and recreational 
activities.

© UNICEF/UN0635776/Pouget
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Figure 2. Heat map displaying benchmarking results of the historical rate of progress on child-related SDGs 
by country and indicator

Math proficiency (grade 2/3)
Reading proficiency (grade 2/3)
Early childhood development index
Reading proficiency (primary)
Math proficiency (primary)
Reading proficiency (lower secondary)
Math proficiency (lower secondary)
Out-of-school (lower secondary)
Out-of-school (upper secondary)
Out-of-school (primary)
School atendance (pre-primary)
Completion rate (lower secondary)
Completion rate (primary)
Completion rate (upper secondary)

Sexual violence in childhood (male)
Violent discipline
Sexual violence in childhood (female)
Birth registration
Female genital mutilation
Child marriage
Child labour
Intimate partner violence

Basic hygiene
Safely managed drinking water
Safely managed sanitation
Open defecation
At least basic drinking water
At least basic sanitation

Children in HH below PPPU$ 2.15
Population in poverty
Child poverty
Children covered by social rotection
Children in poor households
Gender legal framework

Survive 
and thrive

Protection 
from harm

Safe 
and clean 
environment

Life free 
of poverty

Learning

Li
ec

ht
en

st
ei

n
N

iu
e

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Un
ite

d 
Ki

ng
do

m
Ku

w
ai

t
M

on
ac

o
Sw

itz
er

la
nd

Ca
na

da
Au

st
ra

lia
M

al
ta

Pa
pu

a 
N

ew
 G

ui
ne

a
Un

ite
d 

St
at

es
Fr

an
ce

Au
st

ria
M

ar
sh

al
l I

sl
an

ds
Sp

ai
n

Sw
ed

en
Sa

m
oa

Sl
ov

ak
ia

Si
ng

ap
or

e
Ba

rb
ad

os
Ce

nt
ra

l A
fri

ca
n 

Re
pu

bl
ic

Ge
rm

an
y

N
au

ru
Lu

xe
m

bo
ur

g
Cz

ec
hi

a
Un

ite
d 

Ar
ab

 E
m

ira
te

s
Sa

in
t L

uc
ia

Be
lg

iu
m

Li
by

a
N

or
w

ay
Gr

en
ad

a
Fi

ji
De

nm
ar

k
Cr

oa
tia

Fi
nl

an
d

Ita
ly

Ja
pa

n
Ic

el
an

d
N

ew
 Z

ea
la

nd
Is

ra
el

Tr
in

id
ad

 a
nd

 To
ba

go
Ve

ne
zu

el
a 

(B
ol

iv
ar

ia
n 

Re
pu

bl
ic

)
Va

nu
at

u
De

m
oc

ra
tic

 R
ep

ub
lic

 o
f t

he
 C

on
go

Do
m

in
ic

a
Sa

n 
M

ar
in

o
Sa

ud
i A

ra
bi

a
Ba

hr
ai

n
Gr

ee
ce

Cy
pr

us
Ire

la
nd

Ja
m

ai
ca

Re
pu

bl
ic

 o
f K

or
ea

Po
la

nd
Ba

ha
m

as
Sy

ria
n 

Ar
ab

 R
ep

ub
lic

Do
m

in
ic

an
 R

ep
ub

lic
Jo

rd
an

Br
un

ei
 D

ar
us

sa
la

m
Br

iti
sh

 V
irg

in
 Is

la
nd

s
Se

yc
he

lle
s

Bo
sn

ia
 a

nd
 H

er
ze

go
vi

na
M

al
ay

si
a

Hu
ng

ar
y

Cu
ba

To
ng

a
Tu

rk
s 

an
d 

Ca
ic

os
 Is

la
nd

s
M

ic
ro

ne
si

a 
(F

ed
er

at
ed

 S
ta

te
 o

f)
Om

an
Es

to
ni

a
Ar

ge
nt

in
a

An
do

rra
N

or
th

 M
ac

ed
on

ia
Sl

ov
en

ia
M

au
rit

iu
s

Sa
in

t V
in

ce
nt

 a
nd

 th
e 

Gr
en

ad
in

es
So

lo
m

on
 Is

la
nd

s
Qa

ta
r

Se
rb

ia
Sa

in
t K

itt
s 

an
d 

N
ev

is
Zi

m
ba

bw
e

Po
rtu

ga
l

Ph
ili

pp
in

es
Ch

ile
Co

st
a 

Ri
ca

Pa
la

u
Bu

lg
ar

ia
An

tig
ua

 a
nd

 B
ar

bu
da

M
on

ts
er

ra
t

De
m

oc
ra

tic
 P

eo
pl

e'
s 

Re
pu

bl
ic

 
of

 K
or

ea
Ge

or
gi

a
Ur

ug
ua

y
La

tv
ia

Ki
rib

at
i

Pa
na

m
a

Tu
ni

si
a

Co
ok

 Is
la

nd
s

Gu
ya

na
Su

rin
am

e

Wasting
HIV Infections (0-14y/o, both Sexes)
Coverage of essential health services
HIV Infections (15-19y/o, both Sexes)
Adolescent birth rate (15-19)
Skilled birth attendant
MCV1 coverage
DTP3 coverage
Stunting
Overweight
Maternal mortality ratio
Neonatal mortality rate
Under-five mortality rate
Reproductive health agency

Math proficiency (grade 2/3)
Reading proficiency (grade 2/3)
Early childhood development index
Reading proficiency (primary)
Math proficiency (primary)
Reading proficiency (lower secondary)
Math proficiency (lower secondary)
Out-of-school (lower secondary)
Out-of-school (upper secondary)
Out-of-school (primary)
School atendance (pre-primary)
Completion rate (lower secondary)
Completion rate (primary)
Completion rate (upper secondary)

Sexual violence in childhood (male)
Violent discipline
Sexual violence in childhood (female)
Birth registration
Female genital mutilation
Child marriage
Child labour
Intimate partner violence

Basic hygiene
Safely managed drinking water
Safely managed sanitation
Open defecation
At least basic drinking water
At least basic sanitation

Children in HH below PPPU$ 2.15
Population in poverty
Child poverty
Children covered by social rotection
Children in poor households
Gender legal framework

Survive 
and thrive

Protection 
from harm

Safe 
and clean 
environment

Life free 
of poverty

Learning

Ar
m

en
ia

Ru
ss

ia
n 

Fe
de

ra
tio

n
Be

la
ru

s
Th

ai
la

nd
M

ad
ag

as
ca

r
Ro

m
an

ia
Tu

va
lu

Su
da

n
Eg

yp
t

St
at

e 
of

 P
al

es
tin

e
Er

itr
ea

Ch
ad

Be
ni

n
Co

lo
m

bi
a

Ha
iti

Ye
m

en
Uk

ra
in

e
Sr

i L
an

ka
Re

pu
bl

ic
 o

f M
ol

do
va

N
ig

er
M

on
te

ne
gr

o
Ka

za
kh

st
an

Bu
ru

nd
i

Ec
ua

do
r

Br
az

il
M

ex
ic

o
So

ut
h 

Su
da

n
Ky

rg
yz

st
an

An
gu

ill
a

Be
liz

e
Co

m
or

os
Ca

m
er

oo
n

Dj
ib

ou
ti

Ga
bo

n
Al

ge
ria

Le
ba

no
n

Li
th

ua
ni

a
N

am
ib

ia
Bo

ts
w

an
a

Ho
nd

ur
as

N
ic

ar
ag

ua
Ga

m
bi

a
Co

te
 d

'Iv
oi

re
Pa

ra
gu

ay
Gu

at
em

al
a

So
ut

h 
Af

ric
a

Al
ba

ni
a

El
 S

al
va

do
r

Vi
et

 N
am

An
go

la
N

ig
er

ia
Co

ng
o

Bu
rk

in
a 

Fa
so

In
do

ne
si

a
Es

w
at

in
i

Le
so

th
o

To
go

Se
ne

ga
l

Gu
in

ea
Ira

n 
(Is

la
m

ic
 R

ep
ub

lic
 o

f)
Ca

bo
 V

er
de

M
au

rit
an

ia
Uz

be
ki

st
an

Az
er

ba
ija

n
M

ya
nm

ar
Bo

liv
ia

 (P
lu

rin
at

io
na

l S
ta

te
 o

f)
Li

be
ria

Tu
rk

m
en

is
ta

n
Eq

ua
to

ria
l G

ui
ne

a
So

m
al

ia
Un

ite
d 

Re
pu

bl
ic

 o
f T

an
za

ni
a

Ira
q

Tu
rk

iy
e

Si
er

ra
 L

eo
ne

Pa
ki

st
an

M
al

i
Ke

ny
a

Gu
in

ea
-B

is
sa

u
M

al
aw

i
Za

m
bi

a
Ba

ng
la

de
sh

M
al

di
ve

s
Pe

ru
Gh

an
a

Ta
jik

is
ta

n
Ti

m
or

-L
es

te
Et

hi
op

ia
M

oz
am

bi
qu

e
M

on
go

lia
Ch

in
a

Bh
ut

an
La

o 
Pe

op
le

's 
De

m
oc

ra
tic

 
Re

pu
bl

ic
Sa

o 
To

m
e 

an
d 

Pr
in

ci
pe

N
ep

al
M

or
oc

co
Rw

an
da

Ug
an

da
Af

gh
an

is
ta

n
Ca

m
bo

di
a

In
di

a

Wasting
HIV Infections (0-14y/o, both Sexes)
Coverage of essential health services
HIV Infections (15-19y/o, both Sexes)
Adolescent birth rate (15-19)
Skilled birth attendant
MCV1 coverage
DTP3 coverage
Stunting
Overweight
Maternal mortality ratio
Neonatal mortality rate
Under-five mortality rate
Reproductive health agency

Target met           Very strong           Strong           Average           Weak           Very weak           No trend data           No data
Note: Countries are sorted in ascending order based on country's SDG progress; Within each domain, indicators are sorted in descending based on the overall progress across countries for 
the indicator

Target met           Very strong           Strong           Average           Weak           Very weak           No trend data           No data

Note: Countries are sorted in ascending order based on country's SDG progress; Within each domain, indicators are sorted in descending based on the overall progress across countries for 
the indicator



10 Progress on Children’s Well-Being: Centring child rights in the 2030 Agenda

Progress has been made. But closing the remaining gaps is more urgent and imperative than 
ever before. Why? Because the world is not becoming a safer place for children. Today, children 
are among those most affected by numerous ongoing and compounding crises – including an 
economic downturn, climate change and environmental degradation, public health emergencies 
and heightened levels of war and conflict – which often exacerbate one another. This interplay 
of shocks has been termed as a polycrisis. Polycrises typically impact the poorest and most 
marginalized with greater force – which means children’s rights are in greater jeopardy.2

In children’s lives, this polycrisis manifests as heightened risk of exposure to violence, exploitation 
and abuse; displacement; malnutrition and food insecurity; disrupted education; and limited 
access to health care, water and sanitation, social protection and social services, among other 
rights violations. The consequences of these harms and deprivations are often long lasting and 
perpetuate cycles of poverty, structural and systematic inequalities, and marginalization – thereby 
undermining every child’s right to realize their potential and the vision of the SDGs.

At the same time, a normative pushback against child rights is taking place globally, including 
in intergovernmental forums, potentially compromising the integrity of international standards 
pertaining to children – for example, in relation to gender or civil and political rights. This regression 
threatens to roll back hard-won gains and further exacerbate existing inequities.

At this midway point of the 2030 Agenda, it is critical that countries hone their strategies, fine-
tune effective resource allocation and closely monitor their journey towards our shared vision of 
a better world for every child. The benchmarking of child-related SDG targets can help countries 
understand the effort and level of ambition required to reach their goals, which can then be met 
with concrete actions. By providing a comparative perspective, benchmarking allows countries to 
assess progress not only in absolute terms, but also in relation to regional partners and on a global 
level. This is vital for highlighting best practices, pinpointing where improvement is needed and 
fostering a sense of accountability.

The benchmarking exercises described in this report allow countries that are systematically 
displaying strong progress to be identified (see Figure 2). These countries are at varying distances 
to targets, however, and even with notable progress, some have considerable ground to cover to 
meet their target. Close examination of these experiences offers insight into how other countries 
might accelerate progress in their own contexts.

These benchmarking metrics can be used in countries where national SDG targets have been 
set to have a conversation about whether those national targets are indeed both ambitious and 
realistic. And in countries without national SDG targets, a government might consider setting 
them to guide national policies and programmes. Such conversations are critical to help build a 
shared understanding of the challenges and opportunities individual countries face and can inform 
a larger conversation with other development partners on how they can support progress towards 
child-related SDGs. 

A critical time to protect children’s rights

Benchmarking leverages the SDG indicator 
framework

2. United Nations Children’s Fund, Prospects for Children in the Polycrisis: A 2023 global outlook, UNICEF Innocenti – Global Office of Research and Foresight, Florence, 2023.
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If countries match the progress of the top-performing countries in their respective regions, the share 
of countries reaching the child-related SDGs by 2030 would triple. However, comparing 

where countries stand today against where they aim to be by 2030 shows the enormity of the task 
ahead. To reach the 2030 targets on child-related SDGs, on average, countries will have to reach the 
level of the top performers of today. In some outcome areas, such as Protection from Harm and 
Safe and Clean Environment, the average expected acceleration needed to reach the target has not 
been observed in recent history (i.e., since the year 2000).

The UNICEF simulations presented in this report show that with focus and investments, accelerating 
progress towards realizing the vision of the 2030 Agenda is possible (see Figure 3). If countries 
double or triple their rate of improvement and match the strongest performance of their respective 
regions, the world can aspire to have 2.47 billion children – more than 90 per cent of the world’s 
children – living in countries with at least 70 per cent of the child-related SDG targets met.

This would require strong political commitment and centring children in the SDG agenda, as it would 
necessitate doubling, quadrupling or even greater gains in the recent rate of progress. Regional data 
make clear this is possible. It can be done.

Accelerating action to achieve the child-related SDG targets is also smart from an economic point of 
view. Investing in children today and along the life-course strengthens countries’ human capabilities 
and builds future generations who are fulfilled and can contribute to economic growth and national 
well-being. It also helps avoid the immense future societal costs associated with inaction.

Assessing what’s possible

Millions of children 
are at risk of being 
left behind without 
acceleration.

Figure 3. Unless acceleration takes place, too many countries and children would reach even half 
of the SDGs by children

Note: Each simulation scenario assumes that countries will improve each child-realted wellbeing indicator at the average observed performance of their regional peers ranging from the average 
to the top-performers (7th to the 10th deciles of the empirical distribution of performance). World Today: corresponds to the distribution of targets already met; Expecation by 2030: correspond 
to the distribution of countries that have met or are on track to meet their child related SDGs by 2030. BaU correspondes to a business as usual scenario in which countries would perform at 
the median of their respective regions.
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Naming our aspirations while bearing in mind what we can actually achieve is important. Setting 
ambitious and realistic targets for 2030 and beyond provides a balanced, strategic way forward. It  
pushes us to achieve more with a high likelihood that we will succeed. Ambitious targets represent 
our ultimate goals. Realistic targets take into account what is feasible: concrete steps countries can 
take towards achieving these goals within political cycles, keeping in mind national contexts and 
initial country conditions. Realistic targets recognize that progress is gradual and depends on political 
prioritization and broad national coalitions that put children at the centre of policy debate.

Target setting should remain true to the highest ambitions while incorporating interim, achievable 
milestones to ensure the trajectory towards child-related SDGs remains clear. Moreover, adopting 
ambitious and realistic targets strengthens accountability by creating milestones grounded in the 
recent experiences of countries.

Reaching an SDG target – no matter how close or far it remains – and protecting and upholding 
every child’s rights require a high level of political will on the part of governments in their capacity 
as duty bearers. Effective political engagement is intrinsically tied to financing prioritization of 
spending for children.

This political commitment must be informed and motivated by the fact that we cannot achieve the 
SDGs without making progress for children. It must also be informed by evidence: Evidence helps 
builds a shared understanding about the challenges we face nationally, regionally and globally, and 
highlights opportunities for strategic acceleration. Evidence helps us see how the world can get 
back on track to realize the vision of the SDGs. 

To transform this midway point of the 2030 Agenda into a turning point, decision makers must 
act swiftly and decisively in support of the protection and advancement of child rights. Without 
clear accountabilities on the part of states, there is no collection of data, enactment of policies or 
allocation of adequate financing to ensure that every child is able to enjoy the full spectrum of rights 
that they are entitled to. It is possible to garner and create political will. It has been mobilized in 
critical contexts, including in the COVID-19 response. But it needs to be maintained, sustained and 
monitored. NGOs, academics, civil society, the private sector, community leaders, and children, 
adolescents and youth themselves have a critical role to play in holding states accountable and 
highlighting the critical evidence about the current circumstances of their development. The 
benchmarking exercise in this report provides the kind of evidence needed to understand the 
situation of children and offers a framework for better discussions and plans to improve that situation.

Balancing ambition with realism

Mobilizing political will

Mohammad Shah, 9 years, 
refreshes himself at a new 
water tap at his home, with 
his sister Zarghune, 6 years, 
behind him.

© UNICEF/UNI398391/Bidel
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Going forward, strategies to accelerate results for children should also account for and build on 
the unprecedent population shifts the world is experiencing. These new dynamics are strong 
motivators for countries to rally political support for the advancement of children’s rights and 
to improve the well-being of their children. Birth rates between now and 2050 are expected to 
decrease globally by 1 per cent to 4.1 billion, but significant variations by SDG region exist. Sub-
Saharan Africa is forecast to see a 51 per cent increase in births compared to the previous three 
decades (30 per cent of the global total); meanwhile, Eastern and Southern Asia could experience 
a 30 per cent decline in births. In sub-Saharan Africa, the youth population will rise by 47 per cent, 
while regions like Eastern and South-Eastern Asia will witness a 27 per cent contraction. Specific 
age brackets, like those aged 15–19 years, will see their population expand by 4.3 per cent. 

Together, these trends emphasize the importance of development policies and initiatives. The 
demographic shifts, especially in Africa, stress the importance of investing in children’s rights, 
service provision, welfare and development, and preparing for the workforce’s future needs. 
Countries with declining populations should focus on sustaining essential services amid aging 
demographics.

Urban populations worldwide are set to rise to 6.6 billion by 2050, marking a 45 per cent increase 
from current numbers. Conversely, rural populations are predicted to decrease from 3.4 billion 
to 3.1 billion in the same period. Africa, despite having the lowest urbanization rate (44 per 
cent), boasts one of the fastest-growing urban populations. Notably, a large portion of the urban 
populace resides in slums, approximately half of whom are children in regions like sub-Saharan 
Africa and Central and Southern Asia. This creates a pressing need to revamp development 
strategies tailored for urban settings, especially for the urban poor.

Global estimates suggest there are 35.5 million international child migrants, a number that 
continues to rise. By the end of 2022, 43.3 million children were displaced due to conflicts, the 
highest since World War II. Additionally, climate change poses a significant threat, potentially 
displacing 1.2 billion people by 2050. It is crucial to design policies considering the rights and 
varied needs of children on the move – e.g., those who are undocumented, separated from 
families, refugees or asylum seekers. Addressing conflict and climate change can mitigate forced 
movements and ensure better preparedness for inevitable displacements due to environmental 
factors.

Population, urbanization and migration

It is against this 
backdrop that we 
must prioritize 
delivering results 
for children.

Guaranteeing the rights of children is an obligation of State Parties to the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child. This has implications for economic and social policies and, consequently, for 
the allocation of a country’s financial resources and the alignment of financial systems to respect, 
promote and realize children’s rights. Public expenditure – the largest source of SDG financing 
in developing countries – is the backbone of inclusive and sustainable financing for the SDGs 
in general, and the social sectors in particular. National budgets and public finance systems, 
including  related fiscal frameworks, should therefore guarantee the prioritization and protection of 
investments in children.  

Resilient public financing and protecting children 
along the life-course
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3. UNICEF Innocenti – Global Office of Research and Foresight, ‘Shortfalls in Social Spending in Low- and Middle-Income Countries’, Innocenti Policy Brief 2022-01, COVID-19 and 
Shrinking Finance for Social Spending, UNICEF Innocenti, Florence, 2022.

4. United Nation’s Children’s Fund, Center on Poverty and Social Policy at Columbia University and the York Policy Engine at The University of York, Too Little, Too Late: An assessment of 
public spending on children by age in 84 countries, UNICEF Innocenti – Global Office of Research and Foresight, Florence, 2023.

5. Ibid.

Globally, however, the scale of underinvestment in children is deeply concerning. One in three 
children worldwide lacks access to basic services such as health care, nutrition, social protection 
and education. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was estimated that an annual funding gap of 
US$39 billion prevented the achievement of essential child-related SDG targets in low- and middle-
income countries. To meet minimum spending benchmarks, low- and middle-income countries 
will need to spend an additional 0.9 per cent of GDP on education; 4.7 per cent on health; and 0.6 
per cent on social protection. Failure to meet these minimum benchmarks is currently resulting 
in annual shortfalls of, on average, US$281 per child (education); US$513 per capita (health); and 
US$66 per capita (social assistance, as a component of broader social protection). These average 
estimates mask the much greater shortfalls for social services in some regions, with low-income 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa at particular risk of falling further behind.3

At the national level, limited fiscal space, insufficient tax revenue and the constant trade-offs 
between debt repayment, infrastructure investment and social spending pose significant barriers 
to child-focused public finance. In this context, budgets that support children should be the last 
to be cut and the first to be protected. Moreso, the funds that are allocated for children are often 
insufficient, inequitably distributed and arrive too late in the life cycle. They are also weakened by 
issues such as misalignment, inefficiencies and absorption bottlenecks – both at subnational and 
national levels – which further diminishes the resources available for children. 

In order to ensure adequate spending on children, governments should recognize the importance 
of aligning public finance systems to children’s priorities, so that the broad range of resources – 
public, private, domestic and international – can expand and further complement state financing 
for children. It is therefore important to increase the focus, size and explicit prioritization of 
financing for social sectors and better align climate, development and humanitarian financing, 
while working to unlock private capital to support innovation and address critical gaps. Such 
collaborative and coherent efforts to achieve the SDGs – as SDG Goal 17 states – will increase the 
effectiveness of sectoral and cross-sectoral programmes. An example of the importance of this 
integrated approach, which was already endorsed through the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, can 
be observed in the 86 countries using the Integrated National Financing Framework planning and 
financing systems, which brings together public and private actors behind the SDGs at subnational 
and national levels.

Acceleration towards achieving the SDGs for children is possible, if investments and fiscal space 
for children are prioritized. This was experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, when most of 
the scale-up of social protection programmes was done with existing fiscal space. However, there 
is a critical gap in investments in children: A recent UNICEF report4  that examined public spending 
on children in 84 countries showed that current public support for children is simply inadequate. 
Additional work to ensure adequate, sufficient and efficient financing, particularly to social sectors, 
is critical.5 This requires a paradigm shift towards investing in children and supporting them across 
their life-course, with a specific focus on the early years.
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The climate crisis – a burgeoning child rights emergency – is having profound impacts on children 
across the globe, threatening decades of progress in the advancement of child rights and in areas 
such as health, education, nutrition, social protection and poverty reduction. Nearly half of all 
children worldwide, amounting to a staggering 1 billion, inhabit countries extremely vulnerable to 
climate impacts. This crisis acts as a major driver in the increase in child poverty and is altering 
disease patterns in a disturbing way, putting over 600 million children at a heightened risk of 
vector-borne diseases like malaria and dengue fever, while also halting more than a decade of 
consistent progress in reducing mortality rates due to disease. The increasingly unpredictable 
patterns of drought, famine, flooding and forced migration are affecting access to food and 
water sources and increasing malnutrition, wasting, cholera and insecurity – hitting vulnerable 
populations such as children and pregnant women with particular force.

Emerging and recurring public health crises, including pandemics, are presenting further shocks 
to systems. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed severe deficiencies in health-care preparedness 
worldwide, undermining progress across SDGs and resulting in critical socio-economic impacts. 
As the crisis unfolded, even robust health systems were stretched to their limits. The disruption 
of services – in particular, closure of schools – adversely impacted not only many children’s 
educational outcomes, but also their health, nutrition and psychosocial well-being. The crisis also 
made more prominent the critical care crisis, which was further exacerbated, with adverse effects 
on the lives of children, adolescents and caregivers.

Through the last 30 years, the number of countries engulfed by violent conflict has escalated 
drastically. More than 450 million children worldwide – or one in six children – are living in a 
conflict zone. This grim reality has left more than 30 million children displaced and, in violation of 
international law and standards, exposed to violence, including gender-based violence, as well as 
abduction, abuse and exploitation. Children are also deprived of their liberty, with lasting effects 
on their mental health and development. Moreover, compared to children in non-conflict settings, 
children in conflict settings are more than twice as likely to be undernourished and without clean 
water; twice as likely to die before age 5; and more than three times as likely to be out of school, 
compounding the protection risks they face.

Lessons learned from past disasters and recovery processes underline the continued need to 
enhance the preparedness and resilience of communities, systems and services. It is important 
to build resilient infrastructure, services and systems, such as schools, health centres and water 
and sanitation facilities that remain functional amid natural and human-made shocks. Systems 
and service providers critical to protecting children’s well-being must also be equipped to absorb 
the added costs of climate change6 and to effectively anticipate, prepare and respond to specific 
shocks.  

Mainstreaming sustainability and risk-informed approaches across all national policies and 
programmes is of utmost importance in effectively addressing the challenges of conflict, 
displacement, climate change and environmental degradation, unsustainable energy use and 
disaster risks. This is essential because children and young people are disproportionately affected, 
which can jeopardize their well-being and access to essential services.  

Building resilience and response to crises, 
especially in fragile settings

6. UNICEF Innocenti – Global Office of Research and Foresight, ‘Monitoring the Social Costs of Climate Change for Low- and Middle-Income Countries’, Policy Brief 3, Social Spending 
Monitor, UNICEF Innocenti, Florence, 2022.

Time is running 
dangerously short, 
and the child rights 
imperative to act 
now and build a 
sustainable world 
that safeguards every 
child’s rights and 
future has never been 
clearer.
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Leaving no child behind: 
Delivering results with equity

On 31 October 2018 in Tellipalai, 
Sri Lanka, mental health counsellor 
Sugarna Kanagratnam (centre) speaks 
with participants of Shanthiham, a 
mental health and psychosocial support 
(MHPSS) organization focused on post-
conflict areas in the northern and eastern 
parts of the country.

© UNICEF/UN0505807/UNICEF Sri Lanka

Continued inequities within and between countries mean that children’s rights are not universally 
recognized. When inequality exists, all children do not have the opportunity to fully enjoy the 
spectrum of rights to which they are entitled. For instance, children living in different kinds 
of geography face widely varying outcomes. Rural children are typically at a disadvantage, 
often facing limited access to health, education and social services compared to their urban 
counterparts. Rural girls often fare worse than rural boys. There are also stark inequalities among 
urban children – not just between urban boys and girls, but also in terms of socio-economic 
characteristics and across formal and informal settlements. Poor urban children can actually fare 
worse than poor rural children as crowded living conditions and lack of access to safe water in 
poor urban areas offset any potential increase in access to services.

Harmful gender norms and discrimination perpetuate inequalities. Adolescence is a pivotal 
moment when the paths for girls and boys diverge considerably. Adolescent girls assume an 
unequal share of care work, compromising their transition to and completion of secondary 
education. They face greater barriers accessing health facilities including sexual and reproductive 
health information and services. This heightens their risk of malnutrition, unwanted pregnancy, HIV 
and AIDS.  Child marriage – which affects one in five girls globally – is more common among those 
from the poorest households, living in rural areas and with the least education. National legislation 
can either promote non-violence and more equal outcomes or entrench laws and policies that 
exacerbate gender inequalities between girls and boys.  

Averages and aggregates often mask disparities that exist between groups and solely relying on 
these may deepen inequalities. If targets are not universal, it is important to implement policies 
that intentionally strive for inclusivity and equality to ensure the often-relegated groups do not 
remain behind or indeed ‘invisible’. When driving improvements, it is crucial to identify those that 
are not being reached by advancements. Progress, therefore, must be grounded in the principles 
of non-discrimination, equality and equitable opportunities, with an emphasis on detailed analysis 
and disaggregation of data, to ensure all groups are inclusively prioritized.
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Supporting the full realization of child rights in all contexts is a legal obligation of all State Parties 
to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, an¬ ethical imperative, and of critical importance 
to building the human capability needed for sustained growth and progress towards equitable¬, 
efficient and just societies. Through ambitious, realistic planning grounded in political commitment 
and national, regional and global partnerships, we can create an environment that enables tangible, 
large-scale results for children. A child-rights approach will not only help us accelerate progress 
towards realizing the vision of the 2030 Agenda, but also act as a road map for long-lasting change. 

Together, we must:
Build political commitment at the national level, forge broad national coalitions and foster 
community-led platforms for children
Match action with ambition 
Generate and use evidence for children
Strengthen commitment towards sustainability and climate action
Make financing work to accelerate progress for children

A brighter future for every child

One of the complex challenges impacting the rights and well-being of children is a less visible 
yet pivotal issue: data gaps. Reliable and actionable data play a central role in supporting the 
full realization of child rights in all contexts. Data gaps exist for a majority of the SDG indicators 
relating to children. Figure 1 showed that across more than 190 countries, there are no data for 
approximately 50 per cent of the 48 child-related SDG indicators.

Even when data are collected, they are not always used to inform policies in line with international 
human rights standards and in support of child rights realization. Data that are used effectively – in 
the right hands at the right time – can transform how decisions about programme and service 
delivery are resourced and planned. Data should be collected and used at subnational levels, 
which is where many crucial decisions concerning children’s lives are taken.

UNICEF has played a vital role in closing data gaps. As a custodian for 19 SDG indicators, UNICEF 
supports governments worldwide to collect and analyse high-quality SDG data on children, filling 
essential data gaps related to child marriage, early learning and drinking water quality. In addition, 
UNICEF supports countries to implement the Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS), the national-
level statistical operation that supports the largest number of SDGs (a total of 38). 

Together, we have made commendable progress in making these data available to monitor and 
report on SDG progress. For example, the United Nations Statistical Commission approved a 
UNICEF-led international classification of violence against children this year in a landmark decision, 
putting in place operational definitions for all forms of violence against children. This endorsement 
marked an essential step towards addressing violence against children globally.  

Countries must continue to invest in their data systems, build capacity and implement technology 
to improve data collection, monitoring and analysis along every child’s life-course. Accurate and 
timely data are crucial to identify necessary interventions, set ambitious and realistic targets and 
monitor progress towards reaching these goals. 

Data protection practices must also be strengthened nationally, regionally and globally to ensure 
that as we harness the opportunities of data and data technologies to narrow the digital divide, we 
also protect children’s privacy, safety and integrity.

Improving data production and use: 
Better knowledge and evidence to drive action

UNICEF looks 
forward to working 
with our national, 
regional and global 
partners to build a 
brighter future for 
all with child rights 
at the centre.
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UNICEF works in the world’s 
toughest places to reach the 
most disadvantaged children and 
adolescents — and to protect the 
rights of every child, everywhere. 
Across 190 countries and territories, 
we do whatever it takes to help 
children survive, thrive and 
fulfill their potential, from early 
childhood through adolescence. 
And we never give up.
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