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Abstract
This Teaching Paper reviews six cornerstone documents that have shaped the 
evolution of modern international development policy and practice: the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Paris Agreement, the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (UDHR), the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development. Together, these documents form the 
normative and institutional backbone of the global development system, 
defining shared objectives, accountability mechanisms, and guiding 
principles for state and non-state actors. 
The analysis highlights both the historical trajectory of development 
frameworks and their enduring relevance for non-profit leaders, educators, 
and policymakers. By understanding these instruments, practitioners can 
better align local strategies with global priorities, mobilize resources 
effectively, and engage in evidence-based advocacy.
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Executive Summary
International development has been profoundly shaped by landmark 
agreements and declarations that provide the normative architecture for 
global cooperation. Each of the six documents reviewed here serves a 
distinct role—whether in articulating fundamental rights, setting measurable 
goals, or mobilizing financial resources. Collectively, they represent a shift 
toward more integrated, participatory, and sustainable models of 
development.

For practitioners, familiarity with these documents is not optional but 
essential. They provide the reference points for donor requirements, policy 
alignment, and international accountability. Importantly, the documents also 
reveal the evolution of development thought—from the narrower, poverty-
focused Millennium Development Goals to the broader, multidimensional 
Sustainable Development Goals.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to strengthen practitioners’ 
understanding of key development documents and their application in 
organizational strategy and practice.

By the end of this paper, readers will be able to:

• Identify the historical and political significance of milestone 
development documents.

• Differentiate between human rights-based frameworks, goal-based 
agendas, and financial mobilization strategies.

• Align non-profit strategies with the SDGs and related global 
frameworks.



• Critically evaluate the opportunities and limitations of each 
framework in guiding development practice.

Background and Context
Since the mid-twentieth century, international development has been shaped 
by a growing body of treaties, declarations, and agendas. The UDHR (1948) 
established the moral and legal basis for rights-based development, while the 
MDGs (2000–2015) introduced quantifiable global targets. Building on this 
legacy, the 2030 Agenda and its SDGs (2015–2030) broadened the scope to 
include environmental sustainability, inequality, and peace. Parallel 
initiatives, such as the Paris Agreement and the Addis Ababa Action Agenda, 
reflect the increasing recognition of climate change and financing as central 
pillars of development.

These documents are not isolated artifacts but interconnected frameworks 
that collectively define the parameters of global cooperation. For 
organizations, especially non-profits, they function as reference points for 
funding, advocacy, and program design.

Practical Guide: Overview of Key Documents
1. Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)

Adopted in 2015, the SDGs outline 17 goals addressing poverty, inequality, 
climate change, environmental degradation, peace, and justice.

• Application: Provide a shared blueprint for governments, NGOs, and 
international agencies to measure progress and foster partnerships.

2. Paris Agreement



Adopted in 2015, this treaty aims to limit global warming to well below 2°C, 
with efforts to achieve 1.5°C.

• Application: Establishes accountability for national climate 
commitments and creates opportunities for NGOs to engage in 
climate adaptation and mitigation.

3. Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
Launched in 2000, the MDGs targeted poverty reduction, education, health, 
and gender equality by 2015.

• Application: Pioneered measurable targets and informed the 
transition to the broader SDG framework.

4. Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
Adopted in 1948, the UDHR proclaims universal human rights.

• Application: Provides a moral and legal foundation for rights-based 
development approaches.

5. Addis Ababa Action Agenda
Adopted in 2015, this agenda provides a global framework for financing 
sustainable development.

• Application: Links finance, trade, and technology with SDG 
implementation, guiding donor and policy frameworks.

6. 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
Adopted in 2015, the Agenda integrates economic, social, and environmental 
dimensions of development.

• Application: Serves as the overarching global strategy for 
sustainable and inclusive development.



Conclusion and Next Steps
The documents presented in this Teaching Paper collectively shape the 
practice of development today. For non-profits, mastery of these frameworks 
is vital not only for compliance but also for strategic positioning, 
partnership-building, and advocacy. They provide a roadmap for aligning 
organizational strategies with global objectives while offering a lens for 
critical reflection on implementation challenges.
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