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3.1Measures and indicators

Measuring Accountability:  
The politics of indicators
BY BARBARA ADAMS, ROBERTO BISSIO AND K AREN JUDD

The visible commitment of the UN system and its 

Member States to the universal and inclusive 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development risks being un-

dermined by a less visible debate about the indicators 

by which to assess progress on each of its goals. 

Although produced following an extensive series 

of consultations – with statisticians, academic and 

civil society experts – the SDG indicator framework 

submitted to the Statistical Commission of the UN 

in March 2016 continues a process of narrowing the 

Agenda and limiting its universality. While in a few 

cases they contribute to the interconnectedness of 

elements needed to meet the targets, for the most 

part the indicators fail to address the complexity 

of the targets, at times distort their meaning and in 

a few cases serve to legitimize totally inadequate 

targets.

Despite the universal framing of the 2030 Agenda, the 

responsibilities of the rich, including extraterritorial 

responsibilities, remain largely outside the indicator 

framework. How is it possible to measure vulnera-

bility to global power dynamics vs. power to shape 

them? Some countries are extremely vulnerable to 

the consequences of rules on debt or trade for exam-

ple with little or no power to shape these rules. The 

same is true of global tax rules. How can progress by 

middle-income countries be measured without ad-

dressing this dynamic? Is there scope to correct this 

at national and regional levels?

This chapter looks at the two-stage process by which 

the indicators not already agreed upon in the first 

indicator framework were determined. Chapter 3.2 

presents alternative measures that cover the breadth 

of the targets and indicator framework as a whole.

The politics of indicators

On 11 March 2016 the UN Statistical Commission1 

approved “as a practical starting point” an initial set 

of global indicators submitted by the Interagency and 

Expert Group on SDGs (IAEG-SDGs), which had been 

charged with developing a global indicator frame-

work.2 More than 80 UN Member States expressed 

dissatisfaction with this framework, raising concerns 

about their failure to adequately address the targets.

The Group of 77 (G 77) and China, for example, stated 

that the framework should encompass all of the 17 

SDGs and 169 targets in a balanced and integrated 

manner, including Goal 17 on means of implementa-

tion (MoI) and stressed that the “indicators should be 

faithful and relevant to the 2030 Agenda and should 

not re-interpret targets.” 3 In fact, the indicators for 

Goal 17 have proved to be the most difficult to identi-

fy throughout the IAEG-SDGs process (see below).

Several countries stressed the need for more disaggre-

gated data. Given that neglected groups and areas tend to 

disappear in national averages, the fact that the frame-

work now includes less data disaggregation rather than 

more is a failure to conform to the ambition of the 2030 

Agenda, particularly regarding its overarching com-

mitment to leave no one behind. How can we reach “the 

furthest behind first” if we don’t know who they are?

Other concerns went to specific goals. Least developed 

countries (LDCs) noted that the indicator on proportion 

of population using the internet fails to adequately 

1  A subsidiary body of ECOSOC, comprising the heads of national 
statistical offices of 24 countries that supervises the work of the 
UN Statistical Division, cf. http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/.

2 Cf. United Nations (2015a).
3 Cf. G77 (2016).

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/
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capture the target on technology transfer or to measure 

the operationalization of the LDC Technology Bank set 

up for that purpose. The Community of Latin American 

and Caribbean States (CELAC) noted the inadequacy 

of the indicator to measure inequality, which as many 

civil society organizations have pointed out is limited to 

income per capita among the bottom 40 percent of the 

population, saying nothing about the top.

India raised concerns about the use of perception 

surveys or opinion polls as indicators for some of the 

targets, noting that they lack internationally accept-

ed standards or guidelines and cautioning that they 

could be “overly subjective, imprecise and also prone 

to misuse.” 4

The UN Statistical Commission requested the IAEG-

SDGs to consider these and other reservations and 

continue to refine the framework. At the same time 

it emphasized the importance of “guaranteeing 

international comparability.” 5 However, the UN Sta-

tistics Division (UNSD) has stated repeatedly that the 

global indicators are intended for global follow-up 

and review and are not necessarily applicable to 

all national and regional contexts. This reflects the 

recognition that there is widespread distrust on part 

of many developing countries that, notwithstanding 

such assurances, the emphasis on comparability will 

pressure countries to use the global framework as the 

starting point, thereby running the risk of multiply-

ing its weaknesses (without securing its strengths).

The IAEG-SDGs, following a meeting in Mexico in 

March 2016 to assess availability of data for each 

of the indicators, passed the ball back to govern-

ments, saying in its report that “specific proposals 

for refinement of indicators mentioned by Member 

States” and “possibly reviewing those indicators that 

are determined to not completely cover the full scope 

of the target” is a job that “will not commence until 

after the indicator framework is adopted (and pos-

sibly a mandate for refinements/revisions is given) 

by ECOSOC and the General Assembly.” 6 This leaves 

4 Cf. India, Government of (2016).
5 UN Statistical Commission (2016a), p. 9.
6 UN Statistics Division (2016), para. 19.

agreement on a revised indicator framework open for 

at least another year.

What challenges need to be addressed?

While the MDGs had a total of 21 targets and 60 indi-

cators, but in practice focused primarily on a single 

target, the SDGs may confront a different problem. 

MDG 1 on poverty was considered achieved when the 

World Bank-monitored target of halving the num-

ber of people living on US$ 1.25/day was reached, 

even when the poverty profile of most developing 

countries remained much more nuanced. Similarly 

the goal of reducing gender equality was considered 

advanced when the target of universal primary edu-

cation was reached.

In the case of the SDGs, however, despite pressure to try 

to limit the goals and targets, the IAEG-SDGs was asked 

to identify at least one (frequently more) indicator for 

each of the 169 targets, which to date has resulted in a 

list of 230 indicators and might end up with some 300 

indicators. The challenge is now how to avoid evaluat-

ing progress on each of these separately without consid-

ering the way in which they need to be coordinated.

To meet this challenge and finalize the indicators, 

Member States that approved the SDGs will have to 

explain the intent of paragraph 17 of the 2030 Agenda 

which states that “(...) there are deep interconnec-

tions and many cross-cutting elements across the 

new Goals and targets (...)” and this reflects the “(...) 

integrated approach that we have decided on (...).” 7

The indicators to measure progress on gender equality 

and on decent work for all, for example, are cross-cut-

ting throughout the goals, and include those to meas-

ure the right to paid employment and to rights at work; 

to equal pay for work of equal value; to recognize 

and value unpaid care and domestic work; to reduce 

inequalities in income and social protection coverage; 

to measure the right to economic resources and own-

ership and control of land and property. Target 10.3 

focuses not only on equality of opportunity but also of 

outcome, offering scope for civil society monitoring. 

7 United Nations (2015b), para. 17.
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The selection of the indicator on people’s experiences 

of discrimination and harassment to measure this 

target may be a starting point through which to cap-

ture the promise of “no one will be left behind.” In so 

doing, these indicators stretch the envelope, especially 

from the perspective of rights.

Several other targets are even more comprehensive, 

requiring a multiplicity of cross-cutting policies and 

potential results that cannot be captured within one 

or two indicators. However, the decision to limit the 

number of indicators, for which data was (or could 

be) available, means that in many cases only one 

element of the target has an indicator, often one that 

distorts the overall meaning, directly or by omission. 

Some targets lack indicators entirely. This is the case 

with Target 1.4, to ensure equal rights to “economic 

resources, as well as access to basic services, own-

ership and control over land and other forms of 

property, inheritance, natural resources, appropriate 

new technology and financial services, including 

microfinance.” An indicator has been proposed to 

measure the proportion of population living in house-

holds with access to basic services, but the IAEG-SDGs 

pointed out that “there is no established methodology 

for this indicator” and UNEP (the UN Environment 

Programme) offered to “contribute to the defini-

tion of basic services as this is within the scope of 

UNEP’s existing work on SDG ontologies.” 8 But even 

if an acceptable assessment tool for basic services is 

developed, this is only one of the issues covered by 

this target, and access to property, technology and 

finances will also need to be monitored.

This approach risks viewing each of the 17 goals as 

nothing more than the sum of its separate targets 

and indicators and can be measured accordingly. 

By counting the trees, therefore, this approach risks 

hiding the forest.

This risk is obvious under Goal 10, to “reduce ine-

quality within and among countries.” This should be 

straightforward, since despite the failure of gov-

ernments to identify a specific target, there is broad 

8 Cf. United Nations (2016), p. 3.

political agreement that current inequalities have 

reached the point where they are impeding develop-

ment and need to be reduced.

Yet, while many of the targets address the problem 

of inequalities the specific target to do so is limited 

to improving the income growth of the bottom 40 

percent, with no mention of the top 1 percent. This 

omission is also apparent in the indicators, which fail 

to measure this gap, either with the well-established 

Gini index (which measures the extent to which 

household income/or consumption deviates from per-

fect equality), or the “Palma ratio” (the ratio between 

the income of the top 10 percent and the bottom 40 

percent) that is also widely accepted and easier to 

understand. Data for both measures are available for 

most countries and are used in other reports, which 

suggests that despite the fact that the selection of the 

indicators is meant to be a technical process only, it 

is indeed highly political. This conclusion is strongly 

reinforced by the fact that the framework completely 

ignores inequalities among countries.

As noted, the indicators on implementation, both for 

Goal 17 and for the MOI targets in all the other SDGs 

remain among the most difficult. Many of them are 

still being debated and many of those already agreed 

miss the point or limit/distort the intention of the 

target. For Goal 1 on poverty, for example, to “ensure 

significant mobilization of resources from a variety 

of sources, including through enhanced development 

cooperation, in order to provide adequate and pre-

dictable means for developing countries, in particular 

least developed countries, to implement programmes 

and policies to end poverty in all its dimensions,” the 

indicators measure only the percentage of government 

spending that goes to poverty reduction programmes 

and the provision of essential services (education, 

health and social protection), saying nothing about 

development cooperation.

The same is true with Target 17.1, to “strengthen 

domestic resource mobilization, including through 

international support to developing countries, to 

improve domestic capacity for tax and other revenue 

collection.” The indicator, “total tax revenue/GDP”, 

ignores international support, not only through de-

velopment cooperation but more importantly though 
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global agreements and measures to curb tax evasion 

and illicit financial flows.

Target 17.3, to “mobilize additional financial resourc-

es for developing countries from multiple sources” is 

to be measured only by “foreign direct investments 

as % of total FDI + ODA” and “additional volume of re-

mittances (USD)/GDP.” These indicators might artifi-

cially inflate the accounted contribution of developed 

countries. On the one hand the OECD itself recognizes 

that “microeconomic or macroeconomic impacts of 

remittances are controversial and the extent to which 

these flows contribute to development is still not 

clear.” 9 On the other hand not every FDI contributes 

9  OECD DAC Working Party on Development Finance Statistics (2013), 
para. 24.

to development and if capital inflow weights posi-

tively in the balance of payments, it is the net balance 

what counts and thus outflows (profits, royalties, 

illicit financial flows, etc.) should not be ignored.

Moreover, an indicator on the percentage of tax paid 

by multinational corporations within host countries, 

suggested by civil society, was not adopted in the 

final framework.

The main point of Target 17.6 is to “enhance coopera-

tion on and access to science, technology and inno-

vation and enhance knowledge sharing,” not only 

through existing mechanisms but also through “a 

global technology facilitation mechanism.” The pro-

posed indicator, rather than assessing whether or not 

these procedures and mechanisms have been set up, 

measures “access to the WIPO Patent Database and 

Beyond GDP in Italy

In February 2015 a group of 

Parliament members presented 

a bill entitled “Provisions for the 

use of well-being indicators in 

public policy-making.” The objec-

tive, according to the introduc-

tion, is “introducing indicators 

of well-being, environmental 

sustainability, gender equality 

and social quality with means 

provided for by national law in 

the elaboration, adoption and as-

sessment of public policies, so that 

they can be effective in improving 

welfare conditions for the country 

as a whole.”

This proposal takes one step fur-

ther the work on alternative indi-

cators to GDP. Italy’s “Equitable 

and Sustainable Well-being”, or 

Benessere Equo e Sostenibile (BES) 

in Italian, was adopted in 2013. 

The analytical framework was 

used to extend the analysis to the 

provincial and municipal levels, 

and the BES is now the reference 

measuring Italian well-being 

at all levels, for policy-makers, 

scholars as well as for civil socie-

ty. The process of selection and re-

finement has led to a set of tested 

indicators on the basis of which 

synthetic indices have also been 

proposed to facilitate effective 

communication of results.

Synthetic indexes are comput-

ed for health, education and 

training, cultural participation, 

employment, quality of employ-

ment, economic hardship, income 

and inequality, social relations, 

security, homicides and subjec-

tive well-being. Thus, it is possible 

to assess the impact of the recent 

economic crisis on all of these di-

mensions of wellbeing in Italy, in-

dicating that all have shown some 

deterioration. The level of income 

and employment decreased as ex-

pected, yet a more intense impact 

is shown for other linked phenom-

ena such as the rise of small-

scale criminality and the fall of 

cultural activities, demonstrating 

the way in which the crisis has 

had a negative impact not only on 

the economic life but also on the 

social fabric of Italy.

Excerpted from the  

Social Watch Italy Report 2016, 

authored by Soana Tortora,  

Jason Nardi and  

Tommaso Rondinella
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use of the international IP system.” This is adding in-

sult to injury, because the current global intellectual 

property system is precisely one of the obstacles that 

this goal seeks to overcome.

Moreover, given Member States’ commitment “to 

developing broader measures of progress to comple-

ment gross domestic product” and the inclusion of a 

specific target (17.19) to meet this, it is alarming that 

there is no adequate measure included in the current 

list of SDG indicators. So far, the only proposed 

indicator is “countries conducting population and 

housing census and achieving 100% birth and 80% 

death registration.”

Options that could be explored are well-being indica-

tors like those adopted in Italy (see Box) and envi-

ronmental “footprint” assessments to show where 

countries are positioned in terms of the ecological 

sustainability of their development. These could 

illustrate the continued relevance of the principle of 

common but differentiated responsibilities (CBDR), 

and point out that while countries pursue universal 

SDGs their pathways and priorities to reach them will 

be different.

With regard to policy measures, under Target 17.9, to 

implement effective and targeted capacity building to 

support national plans for sustainable development, 

the measure to “implement a policy mix” to achieve 

the goals that includes the elements of reducing ine-

quality has been omitted to focus only on the dollar 

value of financial and technical assistance.

Key demands like enhancing global macroeconomic 

stability (which is important everywhere and not just 

for developing countries), or to “enhance the global 

partnership (among countries) for sustainable devel-

opment” still lack agreed indicators. 

The commitment to “respect each country’s policy 

space and leadership to establish and implement 

policies for poverty eradication and sustainable 

development” is left without an agreed indicator. 

Developing countries suggested to use a simple count 

of the “numbers of constraints” (conditionalities) that 

are embodied in ODA or loan agreements as well as 

investment and trade agreements.

Under Target 17.15 to enhance policy coherence, the 

proposed indicator “Numbers of constraints that are 

embodied in official development assistance or loan 

agreements, international investment agreements, 

regional trade agreements” etc., was revised to omit 

reference to constraints and reads now: “extent of use 

of country owned results frameworks and planning 

tools by providers of development cooperation.”

Moreover, in a number of cases, proposed indicators 

were revised to eliminate key concepts of sustaina-

ble development and its measures: Under Target 17.9 

on international support for capacity building, the 

proposed indicator was simplified to omit reference 

to “implementing a holistic policy mix that aims at 

sustainable development in 3 dimensions (including 

reducing inequality within a country and govern-

ance).”

Under Target 17.14 to enhance policy coherence, the 

single indicator was simplified to omit references to 

“countries ratifying fundamental ILO conventions 

and recommendations” and instead only measures 

the number of countries with “mechanisms in place 

to enhance policy coherence of sustainable develop-

ment.” 

Follow-up and review

The 2030 Agenda states that the primary responsibil-

ity for follow-up and review lies with Governments, 

and that at the global level the High Level Political 

Forum on Sustainable Development (HLPF) will have 

the central role in overseeing the process, and will 

also “promote system-wide coherence and coordina-

tion of sustainable development policies. It should 

ensure that the Agenda remains relevant and ambi-

tious and should focus on the assessment of progress, 

achievements and challenges faced by developed and 

developing countries as well as new and emerging 

issues.” 10

It is also “mandated to conduct national reviews and 

thematic reviews of the implementation of the Agen-

da, with inputs from other intergovernmental bodies 

10 United Nations (2015b), para. 82.
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and forums, relevant UN entities, regional processes, 

major groups and other stakeholders.” 11

The 2030 Agenda rejected the concept of “account-

ability” in favour of “follow-up and review.” Could 

the failure of Member States to agree on a universal 

reporting and accountability process be somewhat 

mitigated by the continuing work of the IAEG-SDGs? 

It will be essential to assess all of the indicators in 

terms of who benefits and who is accountable. The 

Statistical Commission has requested the IAEG-

SDGs to take into account the specific proposals by 

Member States on refining the indicators, many of 

which address the need to capture disparities at the 

top of the income spectrum and not just the bottom. 

Will this be an opportunity to adopt an indicator to 

measure or monitor reducing extreme wealth? Will 

it open the discussion on monitoring extraterritorial 

obligations?

Enormous disparities of opportunity, wealth  
and power …

The 2030 Agenda could further development, peace, 

and sustainability to the extent that it can address 

the root causes of multi-dimensional violence and 

reach the most marginalized. The addition of an 

indicator that measures disparities within countries 

along income, residential location, gender or ethnic 

lines could be a step forward. This figure should be 

included alongside the average measure to support 

efforts not only to increase or decrease the national 

average but also to decrease the gaps. The data is 

available, and was utilized in several of the last MDG 

reports, to measure disparities in income and/or loca-

tion for key issues, such as working poverty, hunger, 

education, health, and access to clean drinking water.

Will the IAEG-SDGs’ ongoing review and refinement 

process revisit the indicators under Goal 17 proposed 

by several civil society organizations in a joint state-

ment during the consultation process including those 

focused on “goals for the rich”? 12

11 Cf. https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf.
12  Cf. Civil Society Reflection Group on Global Development Perspec-

tives (2015).

Several of these seek to assess constraints to policy 

coherence, including trade and investment treaties 

and loan agreements as well corporate tax avoidance 

and drains on the public purse through outsourcing 

development to the corporate sector. While Target 3.b 

specifically refers to the TRIPS provisions that allow 

developing countries to produce generic medicines, 

bilateral, and regional trade agreements typically 

include binding arbitration provisions that make that 

impossible. An indicator that should be added to as-

sess the impact of trade on sustainable development 

would be the number of disputes brought against 

countries through trade and investment dispute 

settlement processes.

Target 17.17 on partnerships is another case where 

indicators need improving. The promotion of “effec-

tive public, public-private and civil society partner-

ships” will be measured by the money “committed on 

public-private partnerships,” not assessing whether 

those funds were actually disbursed nor their real 

contribution and impact. 

There are ways to do this, for instance by introduc-

ing an indicator to measure the existence of binding 

human rights/environmental protection frameworks 

to regulate partnerships, including periodic impact 

assessments. In addition to proposing an indicator on 

contributions to PPPs by source, there should be also 

indicators to assess the value of public-private part-

nerships in terms of their contribution to sustainable 

development. These include:

 ❙  the number of public-(for profit) private partner-

ships that deliver greater value for achieving the 

SDGs than public or private finance alone;

 ❙  the number of public-(for profit) private partner-

ships that include full transparency of contracts, 

terms, and assessment results, and are subject 

to the highest international environmental and 

social safeguards.

Reverse the slippery slope

The fact that the proposed indicators framework has 

been sent back for refinement is an opportunity for 

the statisticians to take these and other recommenda-

https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/hlpf
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tions from Member States and civil society on board. 

While much is made of the distinction between the 

technical work of the IAEG-SDGs and the political 

decisions by Member States, it is clear that the border 

is more fluid.

Acknowledging this, the UN Statistical Commission 

also set up the High-level Group for Partnership, 

Coordination and Capacity-Building for post-2015 

monitoring, partnership and coordination (HLG). 

The HLG’s report of January 2016 notes that it can 

help shape the interaction between the technical and 

political aspects of the work on indicators, and that it 

will define mechanisms to make recommendations to 

the IAEG-SDGs on strategic issues at the country level, 

including the use and interpretation of indicators and 

means of implementation.13

The 2030 Agenda states that “data and information 

from existing reporting mechanisms should be used 

where possible.” 14 Does this open an opportunity for 

other reports, including shadow reports? This has 

become an accepted part of the reporting process for 

treaty bodies such as UN Committee on the Elimina-

tion of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and 

the International Covenant on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights (ICESCR), and allows for the broader 

representation of views from civil society organiza-

tions. While the number of reporting countries will 

not be automatic or comprehensive, such a develop-

ment could lead to a mechanism for NGO reporting as 

part of the official process.

Looking at the overall process of elaborating the 

goals, targets, and indicators, the progression reveals 

a downward trend: with some exceptions, the set of 

goals are more ambitious than the targets, and the 

targets are more ambitious than the indicators.

The HLPF must face its responsibility to reverse this 

slippery slope. 

13 Cf. UN Statistical Commission (2016b), p. 3.
14 Cf. United Nations (2015b), para. 48.
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