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ABSTRACT

There is an urgent need to better recognize and integrate the significant involvement 
of faith-based actors in development initiatives through effective policy-driven re-
sponses. These responses require novel and inventive engagement strategies, and 
the development of a coordinated effort. Faith-based networks should be steered to-
ward a more systemic and comprehensive commitment to sustainable development, 
in the context of the Group of 20 (G20) priorities. This will make this engagement 
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CHALLENGE

Despite extensive and diverse evidence of the large impact of religion on public life, 
many G20 governments have done little to develop systematic policy responses. This 
means that governments cannot respond in a timely fashion to potential challenges 
presented by faith-based organizations or benefit from opportunities for joining forc-
es to implement priority policy agendas more comprehensively.

The COVID-19 crisis has already highlighted the grave implications of a fragmented 
multilateral system and the urgent need for more robust mechanisms to address 
this fragmentation by identifying and acting on interlinkages between foreign policy, 
public policy, and civil society commitments and infrastructures. Policy engagement 
that includes faith-based networks provides an opportunity to explore particular di-
mensions that often remain in the blind spot of these interlinkages and to engage 
in faith-based networks1 in policy formation. In particular, these networks can be en-
gaged in more comprehensive responses such as the global challenges of pandemics 
(for example, the COVID-19 public health crisis), which includes social and economic 
inequalities, different measurable responses to inequalities from different faith com-
munities, and the necessary post-crisis rebuilding.

Against the background of overstretched public services and unprecedented policy 
shifts in seeking imaginative solutions to the COVID-19 challenges, governments are 
yet to appreciate and fully engage with the challenges and opportunities presented 
by faith-based communities during crises. This includes their capacity to undermine 
or support the unprecedented and difficult policy choices and their grassroots infra-
structure that often reaches out to those in need when overstretched public services 
fail to do so. Faith-based organizations offer:

•	Local versus global interdependence of perspectives;

•	
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The Ebola crisis in 2014 illustrates how the religious dimensions of important global 
policy agendas could become policy blind spots. (Haynes 2007; Ignatieff 2017; Karam 
2019). The preponderance of efforts to address these shortcomings have focused pri-
marily on issues such as the religious dimensions of violent extremism. Subsequently, 
there has been limited comprehensive policy engagement with how religious actors 
play multiple and complex roles in far wider global agendas.

The large institutional assets of religious institutions play significant political, social, 
and economic roles that extend well beyond their pastoral care and have a unique 
capacity to mobilize public opinion. Addressing these blind spots by mobilizing and 
consolidating faith-based organizations working in sustainable development is crit-
ical for building comprehensive G20 policy responses to COVID-19 and the broader 
G20 sustainable development commitment.

CHALLENGE
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PROPOSAL

The recommendations outline practical steps toward the achievement of specific 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) by strengthening cooperation with religious 
institutions. It highlights the critical need for existing indicators that guide global pol-
icies in relation to the SDGs to take account of religious perspectives and actions.

The impact of religion in policy can be defined broadly as where the structured moral 
conscience builds political consensus and solutions or contests the solutions that are 
being pursued (Marshall and Smith 2015; Marshall et al. 2020).

In the context of international organizations and other settings, religion and faith-
based networks have gained increasing visibility in influencing policy, both foreign and 
domestic (Fox 2001; Fox et al. 2004; Fox et al. 2014). However, the scale of their impact 
is often miscalculated or considered irrelevant. Religion plays a critical role in regional 
conflicts and influences the agenda in international organizations. It shapes complex 
international geopolitical issues ranging from the expansion of NATO, peace in the 
Middle East, international environmental agreements, international law, and human 
rights (Petkoff 2015). Theology is often a free, viable critique of political thought, and 
political thought can be free to criticize religiously reoriented politics. At the center of 
the COVID-19 crisis, very few actions spoke with as much volume and generated the 
visibility and endorsement of controversial policy positions as the closing of Mecca, St 
Peter’s Basilica, and other religious buildings. The profound interruption to the sup-
posed unchangeable rhythm of religious practices signaled how much our social and 
political lives were affected beyond recognition by COVID-19.

In the face of the challenges presented by COVID-19 that are reshaping the global 
economy and the G20 agenda, faith-based networks have emerged as part of the 
challenges but also as an opportunity. Because of their powers to mobilize support 
for health policies, faith-based communities are a powerful asset for shaping the dis-
course during and after COVID-19. This includes ethical issues such as access to med-
icines and vaccines, managing the priorities of healthcare, distribution of life-saving 
drugs, and responses to challenges such as systemic mental health issues following 
from the broad impact of COVID-19 on social life. It also involves pilgrimage econ-
omies (which are at the center of pandemics) and the continuing commitment of 
faith-based organizations to food security, education, environmentalism, sustainable 
peace, justice, decent work and economic growth, responsible consumption and pro-
duction, and strong institutions, sustainable cities, and communities. Faith commu-
nities have vital roles in advancing gender equality as defined in the SDGs.
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The various deliberate efforts to understand and engage with the complex array of 
religious actors and institutions include a United Nations Task Force (UN IATF) (UN 
News 2017; United Nations Population Fund 2010)2 and efforts linked to the annual 
process of consultations within the G20 process (G20 Interfaith Forum). The Holy See, 
the German government, USAID, and several other multilateral and bilateral aid orga-
nizations support the International Partnership on Religion and Sustainable Develop-
ment (Nitschke and Gabriel 2016) that includes both governmental and intergovern-
mental actors and faith-inspired organizations (UN IATF).

There is evidence of the many positive reasons for engaging religious actors, and the 
many assets they provide, including:

•	High levels of trust in religious leaders and institutions; 3

•	�Visibility of religious leaders and infrastructure (including media infrastructure) in 

delivering services;

•	�Notably, health and education and providing social safety nets, especially during 

natural disasters and con�icts;

•	�Vital, if often underappreciated, roles in fragile and poorly governed states 

and communities;

•	Considerable �nancial and political power; and

•	The power to mobilize volunteers, both nationally and internationally.

The overall focus on religious matters in international relations and with respect to 
international development has increased over time. There has been a general trend 
toward broader and more institutionalized approaches (Sachs 2019; Szerszynski, 
Bergmann, and Deane-Drummond 2015). These have come with controversies, as 

PROPOSAL

2. See http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/goals (Accessed August 14, 2020).

3. �Among numerous examples are the World Bank Voices of the Poor studies, BBC and Gallup polls, the 
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PROPOSAL

some governments have questioned the merits of the deliberate engagement with 
religious actors in public policy settings.4 The present situation, therefore, is mixed. 
Various United Nations, bilateral, and other development agencies are engaged in 
efforts to understand and build partnerships with religious institutions, while oth-
ers maintain a policy of distance or deliberate neutrality. While there has been some 
initial progress in this direction, it has been overshadowed by the weakening of the 
international system and its institutions and a movement toward stronger national 
sovereignty-driven arguments. This places the G20 in a strong position to reclaim this 
particular policy space and reset the trends, which are already emerging in other con-
texts, more effectively within the G20.

In engaging with some of the overarching themes proposed by the Saudi Presi-
dency of G20 2020, the proposed recommendations explore the impact of religion 
on policymaking.

Recommendations
Urgent action is required by G20 leaders to

•	Develop a permanent engagement group on religion and sustainable develop -

ment;

•	�Task the group with consolidating the emerging and existing metrics to identify 

how faith-based communities present challenges and opportunities for achieving 

-
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Immediate action points
The creation of a specific G20 Task Force focusing on religion and policy will facilitate a 
systematic long-term engagement (tailored around each G20 host state priorities) with 
several action points that will deliver immediate benefits and enrich the G20 process:

•	�Actively mobilize existing faith-based networks to calibrate their work with the SDG 

agenda within the context of the G20 process;

•	�Mobilize faith-based networks to incentivize private sector support for the UN’s 

SDGs by linking particular business projects with a commitment to the freedom of 

all religions, gender equality, and empowerment of women;

•	�Mobilize faith-based networks to support regional sustainable development initia -

tives aligned with the G20 host state’s SDG priorities;

•	�Work to ensure formal religious engagement at priority policy “tables,” similar to 

religious engagement in UNAIDS;

•	�Build on ecumenical and interfaith alliances and approaches beginning with specif -

ic priority sectors linked to the SDG framework (e.g., health and education);

•	�Deploy the G20 process to formalize the rules of engagement with religious actors 

as part of the G20 process;

•	�Support leadership among development actors so that they recognize, engage, 
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Disclaimer
This policy brief was developed and written by the authors and has undergone a peer-
review process. The views and opinions expressed in this policy brief are those of the 
authors and do not necessarily reflect the official policy or position of the authors’ 
organizations or the T20 Secretariat.
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