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Executive Summary 
 

In September 2015, a summit of heads of state will adopt the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The experience of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) underscores the importance of thinking 
through the indicators as early as possible; we cannot afford a lag of several years before we start to 
measure progress towards achieving the SDGs. The international community has rightly begun to shift 
attention to the indicator framework and associated monitoring systems. In June 2015, the Inter-agency 
and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) will convene to start the technical work of defining an 
SDG indicator framework.  

This report is offered as a contribution to the multi-stakeholder debate in support of the SDGs. It 
outlines how a comprehensive indicator framework might be established to support the goals and 
targets proposed by the Open Working Group on the SDGs (OWG). The report is the result of 18 months 
of intensive global discussions involving thousands of experts from UN organizations, academia, civil 
society, business, and a large number of national statistical offices (NSOs). The large number of detailed 
comments received from all parts of the world and all areas of expertise gives us confidence that it is 
possible to measure the full spectrum of SDGs and their targets through a compact indicator framework. 

Indicators will be the backbone of monitoring progress towards the SDGs at the local, national, regional, 
and global levels. A sound indicator framework will turn the SDGs and their targets into a management 
tool to help countries develop implementation strategies and allocate resources accordingly, as well as a 
report card to measure progress towards sustainable development and help ensure the accountability 
of all stakeholders for achieving the SDGs.  

The mechanics of SDG monitoring are still being worked out, but an emerging consensus suggests that 
the focus of SDG monitoring will be at the national level. Complementary monitoring will occur at 
regional and global levels. Moreover, each major thematic community, such as health, education, 
agriculture, and so forth, will mobilize, analyze, and communicate data on progress towards achieving its 
objectives. Such thematic monitoring and review will be an important complement to official monitoring 
and review at national, regional, and global levels.  

Each level of monitoring requires different types of indicators (see Figure 1 and Annex 5 for an 
illustration). This report proposes 100 Global Monitoring Indicators, accompanied by suggestions for 
Complementary National Indicators, which together track the full range of SDGs and targets in an 
integrated, clear, and effective manner (see Tables 1 and 2). Based on discussions with a large number 
of statistical offices, including Eurostat, BPS Indonesia, the OECD, the Philippines, the UK, and many 
others, we believe 100 to be the maximum number of global indicators on which NSOs can report and 
communicate effectively in a harmonized manner. This conclusion was strongly endorsed during the 
46th UN Statistical Commission in March 2015, as well as the preceding Expert Group Meeting on SDG 
indicators. 

Each country should pick the number and range of Complementary National Indicators that best suit its 
needs and capacity to collect and analyze data. Given the breadth of country circumstances we expect 
substantial variation in the number and type of national indicators that countries will adopt. This report 
includes some initial suggestions for such indicators. We underscore that the preliminary list of 
Complementary National Indicators is far from exhaustive and meant only for inspiration and 
illustration.  
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All SDG indicators need to be considered as an integrated package and must work in harmony with one 
another. Many important issues, such as gender equality, health, sustainable consumption and 
production, and nutrition, cut across goals and targets. The goals and targets are themselves 
interdependent, and must be pursued together, since progress in one area often depends on progress in 
other areas. As a result many indicators contribute to monitoring more than one target (Table 2). An 
SDG indicator and monitoring framework must also give careful thought to tracking cross-cutting issues 
so that it can support integrated, systems-based approaches to implementation (see Annex 1, page 67).  

This report outlines ten principles for Global Monitoring Indicators (GMIs), so they track the range of 
SDG priorities in a clear and effective manner. Inter alia such indicators should be limited in number; 
simple, intuitive, and policy-relevant; consensus-based, in line with international standards; relevant to 
all countries and all people; and able to be disaggregated to track progress for all relevant groups. 

 

Figure 1: Schematic illustration with explanation of the indicators for national, regional, global, and 
thematic monitoring 
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This report identifies a number of urgent technical priorities that need to be addressed over the coming 
months to develop an effective indicator framework for the SDGs. They include filling gaps in available 
indicators; harnessing new, innovative sources of data; and moving towards annual monitoring. Annual 
monitoring is particularly crucial if the SDG indicators are to serve as a management tool, informing 
national planning and budgetary processes, as well as global follow-up (see Annex 2, page 92). In 
contrast to the MDGs, where data was spotty and produced infrequently with long lags, SDG indicators 
should be reported annually, though not all data will be produced annually. For some metrics, interim 
annual estimates can be produced using robust estimation methodologies. 

Implementing the changes outlined in this report and ensuring effective data for the SDGs will require 
increased resources. Working with major leading international organizations and in consultation with 
large number of NSOs, the SDSN has detailed the investment needs for robust SDG monitoring. We 
project that $1 billion will be required each year to monitor the SDGs. At least half of this will need to be 
raised through domestic resource mobilization, but at least $100-200m will be required in incremental 
ODA.  

Another key step will be the establishment of a Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data, to 
help drive the Data Revolution.  This Partnership can bring together public and private stakeholders to 
fill gaps in our knowledge, establish global norms and standards to increase the ease and security of 
sharing and using data, help countries develop robust national strategies for data development, and – 
crucially – help mobilize urgently needed financial resources. If adequately resourced, a Global 
Partnership for Sustainable Development Data would empower countries around the world to make the 
SDGs a real management tool for sustainable development.  

Our confidence in the robustness and feasibility of the steps towards a data revolution for the SDGs that 
are outlined in this report is based on extensive, in-depth consultations with the world’s leading experts 
and stakeholders involved in the SDG process. In our broad, global consultations with the technical 
communities, as well as other stakeholders, we have witnessed outstanding expertise and tremendous 
enthusiasm for making the SDGs and their monitoring a success. We are convinced that the practical 
steps discussed in this report can be taken in a timely fashion. The SDSN will continue to work with other 
interested partners to help develop a sound SDG indicator and monitoring framework, and to realize the 
great potential of the data revolution for sustainable development.  
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Designing Indicators and an Integrated Monitoring 

Framework for the Sustainable Development Goals 
 
In September 2015, a summit of heads of state will adopt the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The goals will chart out a universal, holistic set of objectives to help set the world on a path towards 
sustainable development, by addressing all three dimensions of economic development, social inclusion, 
and environmental sustainability. 
 
Following more than a year of inclusive and intensive deliberations, a set of 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals and 169 accompanying targets was proposed by the Open Working Group on the SDGs (OWG), in 
mid-2014. The UN Secretary-General has endorsed the conclusions of the OWG in the synthesis report 
The Road to Dignity by 2030.1 Member States have agreed that the agenda laid out by the OWG is the 
main basis for the Post-2015 intergovernmental process.2 Through to September 2015, Member States 
will review the goals and targets and consider the means of implementation. They will also consider a 
framework for monitoring, follow-up and review of implementation.  
 
The High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 Development Agenda (HLP) and the Independent Experts 
Advisory Group on the Data Revolution (IEAG)3 have highlighted the opportunities and promise of a data 
revolution for the SDGs, using big data, new forms of social and geophysical data, and innovative means 
of data sharing. We are firmly convinced that such a data revolution for the SDGs is possible and that it 
will generate substantial benefits for all countries. As a contribution to this data revolution, this report 
outlines how a comprehensive indicator framework might be established to support the goals and 
targets proposed by the Open Working Group on the SDGs (OWG).  
 
This report is the result of 18 months of intensive global discussions involving thousands of experts from 
UN organizations, academia, civil society, business, and a large number of national statistical offices 
(NSOs). The large number of detailed comments received from all parts of the world and all areas of 
expertise gives us confidence that it is possible to measure the full spectrum of SDGs and their targets 
through a compact indicator framework that is technically robust, operationally feasible, and provides 
the information that governments and other stakeholders need.  
 
The report is organized as follows: it starts by outlining the rationale and criteria for a set of integrated 
indicators, including suggestions for the different levels of monitoring. It then lays out a roadmap for 
action to develop a robust SDG indicator and monitoring framework. Table 1 summarizes the proposed 
Global Monitoring Indicators and the suggested Complementary National Indicators arranged by OWG 
Goals. The same indicators are mapped to OWG Targets in Table 2. Annex 1 (page 67) describes how the 
proposed indicator and monitoring framework addresses major cross-cutting issues in a consistent and 
coherent way. Annex 2 (page 92) discusses the feasibility of annual SDG monitoring to help ensure that 
the SDGs can become a management tool for governments and other stakeholders. Annex 3 (page 96) 

                                                        
1
 UN Secretary-General (2014). The Road to Dignity by 2030: Ending Poverty, Transforming All Lives and Protecting the Planet. 

Synthesis Report of the Secretary-General on the Post-2015 Agenda. 
2
 See conclusions of the sixty-eighth session of the General Assembly: http://www.un.org/en/ga/68/meetings 

3
 High Level Panel Report (2013). A New Global Partnership: Eradicate Poverty and Transform Economies through Sustainable 

Development; and Independent Expert Advisory Group on the Data Revolution (2014). A World That Counts. 
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explains how indicators might be disaggregated so inequalities in SDG achievement can be monitored, 
to ensure no one is left behind. Annex 4 (page 99) provides more details on the four levels of monitoring 
and discusses which types indicators might be best suited to national, regional, global, and thematic 
monitoring. Annex 5 (page 103) describes each Global Monitoring Indicator in detail and defines 
suggested Complementary National Indicators. Annex 6 (page 211) answers frequently asked questions 
in relation to SDG indicators and this report.   
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I. Towards a Data Revolution for the SDGs: the Role of Indicators

Indicators will be the backbone of monitoring progress towards the SDGs at the local, national, regional, 
and global levels. A sound indicator framework will turn the SDGs and their targets into a management 
tool to help countries and the global community develop implementation strategies and allocate 
resources accordingly. They will also serve as a report card to measure progress towards sustainable 
development and to help ensure the accountability of all stakeholders for achieving the SDGs. The 
monitoring framework and indicators for the SDGs should reflect the lessons learned from the MDGs 
(Box 1). 

Time is of the essence in developing an integrated indicator and monitoring framework for the SDGs, if 
the world is to start implementing the Goals in 2016. Both existing and new data systems will require 
continuous strengthening over coming decades. Many aspects of a comprehensive SDG monitoring 
system can only be implemented over several years, but important decisions will need to be taken soon. 

The 46th Session of the UN Statistical Commission provided an important moment in the development of 
an SDG monitoring system, and has put in place a multi-stakeholder process to devise the SDG 
indicators, via an Inter-agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs). Meanwhile, the July 
2015 Financing for Development Conference will be a crucial opportunity to mobilize the necessary 
means, so that the full indicator framework and a sound baseline can be adopted in time for the first 
High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) of the SDG era in July 2016. An effective annual review of the whole 
set of Global Monitoring Indicators will take some time to achieve, but by 2018 at the latest, we hope 
the international system, notably the UN organizations and partner institutions (OECD, World Bank, 
WTO, and others) will have in place an accurate and effective annual monitoring system. 

This report is offered as a contribution to the multi-stakeholder debate on SDG indicators. It was 
developed over the course of 18 months drawing on numerous detailed comments and expert inputs 

Box 1: The Importance of Metrics and Indicators – Lessons from the MDGs 

There have been great improvements in data gathering under the MDGs, but it has been insufficient for 
the goals to serve as either a management tool or a real-time report card. MDG data comes with too 
great a time lag – often three or more years – and too often is incomplete and of poor quality.  

MDG monitoring also gave too little attention to what should be measured, so, to this day, we lack 
some important metrics for key development priorities. Similarly, there was too little investment in 
strengthening statistical capacity to ensure effective real-time monitoring of the MDGs and to establish 
statistical standards and quality requirements.  

The SDGs require annual reporting of high-quality data from all countries. This, in turn, will require 
much greater investments in building independent, impartial national statistical capacities and 
strengthening statistical quality and standards. NSOs must be actively involved in the development of 
global and national SDG indicator frameworks, through the Inter-agency and Expert Group on SDG 
Indicators that will be convened by the UN Statistical Commission. The SDGs will be goals for the world 
– applicable to all countries, as well as to multiple, diverse actors. In developing the goals, as well as the 
accompanying monitoring architecture the best statistical input from business, science, academia, and 
civil society should be sought.
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from UN and specialist agencies, academia, civil society, business, and national statistical offices (NSOs). 
We propose a framework of 100 Global Monitoring Indicators, accompanied by Complementary 
National Indicators. We also outline principles for effective SDG monitoring, unpack the possible levels 
of review, and present a roadmap for action. Urgent technical priorities will include filling gaps in 
available indicators, harnessing new innovative sources of data, and moving towards annual monitoring. 
Annual monitoring is particularly crucial if the SDG indicators are to serve as a management tool, 
informing national planning and budgetary processes, as well as global follow-up (see Annex 2, page 92). 
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II. An Integrated Monitoring Framework: Multi-level Review Processes and
Indicators

As underscored by the OWG, the focus of SDG monitoring must be at the national level. Each country 
will choose the national SDG indicators that are best suited to track its own progress towards 
sustainable development. Given the breadth of country circumstances, we expect substantial variation 
in the number and type of national indicators that countries will adopt. This report includes some initial 
suggestions for such indicators, though the list is far from exhaustive and meant only for inspiration and 
illustration.  

Yet, the Goals also describe a global agenda, including some global public goods that cannot be 
implemented by any country on its own. Success will require international coordination and 
collaboration, which in turn requires accountability and monitoring at the global level. Unless an 
effective global monitoring framework complements national efforts, the SDGs cannot be achieved in 
time. Global monitoring requires a harmonized and universal set of indicators, which we tentatively 
refer to as Global Monitoring Indicators. To ensure effective global monitoring, the Global Monitoring 
Indicators for the SDGs would be tracked in every country and reported periodically at the global level 
and by each country.  

Figure 2: Schematic illustration of the indicators for national, regional, global, and thematic 
monitoring 

In addition, regional monitoring and accountability will play a critical role in fostering the regional 
collaboration and coherence in strategies to pursue the SDGs. A fourth and critical level of monitoring 
occurs in each thematic or epistemic community, such as health, education, agriculture, and so forth. 
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Each community will mobilize, analyze, and communicate data on progress towards achieving its 
objectives.  

These four levels of monitoring – national, regional, global, and thematic – are laid out in the Secretary-
General’s synthesis report4 and illustrated in Figure 2. As described in the technical report by the Bureau 
of the UNSC, these levels of monitoring should be “organized in an integrated architecture.”5 

Below we briefly review each level of monitoring and implications for the choice of suitable indicators. 
Annex 4 (page 99) illustrates the use of national, global, and thematic indicators of proposed SDG 14 
(“Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas and marine resources for sustainable development”) as 
one example for how the global indicator framework might be organized. 

1. National monitoring

National monitoring is the most important level of monitoring and will rely on nationally defined sets of 
indicators. National ownership at all levels of the SDGs is critical, and national monitoring must respond 
to national priorities and needs. As recognized in The Road the Dignity by 2030, national monitoring of 
the SDGs should “build on existing national and local mechanisms and processes, with broad, multi-
stakeholder participation.”6 Countries can thus define the nature of the indicators, their specifications, 
timing, data collection methods, and disaggregation to suit their national needs and priorities.  

Each country needs to decide whether such indicators should comprise only official data collected and 
vetted by the respective NSO or whether other official and non-official indicators should also be 
considered. For example, countries may consider data from privately operated satellites, surveys 
conducted by NGOs, business metrics, and a range of other data sources. Such “unofficial” data can add 
richness to the monitoring of the SDGs. Given the breadth of the SDG agenda, countries may choose to 
foster broad, multi-stakeholder participation in national monitoring. 

This report presents two sets of indicators that together map out national indicators. Global Monitoring 
Indicators are harmonized across countries to ensure comparability and support global SDG monitoring. 
The vast majority of Global Monitoring Indicators are collected in every country. Complementary 
National Indicators allow each country to track country-specific challenges. The need for 
Complementary National Indicators derives from the fact that harmonized global indicators impose 
substantial costs on the collection and processing of data by NSOs and other stakeholders. A trade-off 
exists between the need for harmonized global data and countries’ need to ensure that data is collected 
in a manner and subject to standards that reflect local needs and priorities.  

Some Complementary National Indicators are only applicable to a subset of countries, such as indicators 
for neglected tropical diseases (NTDs). Others give countries greater scope in applying complex 
concepts, such as inequality, to their specific needs, and/or allow for greater specificity on issues of 
national concern. The Complementary National Indicators presented in this report offer a menu of 
options for countries that want to expand their national level monitoring. We underscore throughout 

4
 UNSG (2014), para 146. 

5
 Bureau of the United Nations Statistical Commission, (March 2015), Technical report on the process of the development of an 

indicator framework for the goals and targets of the post-2015 development agenda - Working draft. 
6
 UNSG (2014), para i.  
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this report that the list of Complementary National Indicators is far from exhaustive and meant only for 
inspiration and illustration. In practice, many countries will track many additional indicators that are not 
listed in this report. 

The MDGs provide several powerful examples of how countries successfully adapted global indicators to 
suit their national priorities. For example, Mongolia developed a 9th MDG on Strengthening Human 
Rights and Fostering Democratic Governance, which were seen as necessary preconditions for the 
achievement of all the other MDGs.7 This new goal was supported by additional targets and indicators to 
track progress towards democratic governance and human rights. The indicators included nationally 
specific measures, such as “Expert evaluation of conformity of Mongolian laws and regulations with 
international human rights treaties and conventions (percentage),” as well as perceptions-based 
indicators such as “People’s perception on press and media freedom.”8 Similarly, Bangladesh adapted 
the MDGs to meet local needs by setting new targets and indicators for promoting women in local 
government bodies, as well as separate targets on access to reproductive health services. Continuing in 
this vein, Bangladesh prepared a detailed national proposal for potential SDG indicators in their 2012 
MDG report.9 

Given the greater breadth and universality of the SDG agenda, we expect that national adaptation of the 
goals, targets, and supporting indicators will play a bigger role than under the MDGs. For this reason, a 
very large number of Complementary National Indicators may emerge over time that may surpass the 
indicators presented in this report.  

2. Global monitoring

Global monitoring is a vital complement to national monitoring to ensure global coordination, support 
strategies for managing global public goods, and to indicate which countries and thematic areas are in 
need of greatest assistance. A global dialogue on SDG progress will also encourage knowledge-sharing 
and reciprocal learning. To this end, a set of Global Monitoring Indicators for the SDGs is required, and 
should be reported to the HLPF.  

Global Monitoring Indicators are designed to be truly universal indicators, but some (such as malaria 

metrics) may not apply to every country (Figure 2). Similarly, some Global Monitoring Indicators track 
global commons, such as the oceans, and may therefore not be reported at the country level.  

The majority of Global Monitoring Indicators proposed in this report will be derived from NSOs, drawing 
on official data sources such as administrative data from ministries, censuses, civil registration and vital 
statistics, and household surveys. A small number of Global Monitoring Indicators may be prepared by 
specialist agencies, for example where no suitable, comparable official data exists. To ensure 
comparability, Global Monitoring Indicators must be harmonized across countries. We therefore 
recommend that each Global Monitoring Indicator has at least one lead technical or specialist agency, 
responsible for coordinating data standards and collection, ensuring harmonization, and providing 
technical support where necessary (Table 1).  

7
 See UNDP Mongolia website: http://www.mn.undp.org/content/mongolia/en/home/mdgoverview 

8
 Government of Mongolia (2009). The Millennium Development Goals Implementation: Third National Report.  

9
 Government of Bangladesh Planning Commission (2013). The Millennium Development Goals: Bangladesh Progress Report 

2012. See Annex 3. 
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Global Monitoring Indicators should be limited in number to minimize the monitoring burden on 
national statistical offices. In our consultations with NSOs, it has become clear that 100 Global 
Monitoring Indicators represent the upper limit of what can be reported at a global level (Box 2).10 The 
indicator selection process should also play close attention to encouraging integration across the goals. 
As highlighted in Table 2, indicators may be used multiple times, across various goals, to track all the 
dimensions of sustainable development in an integrated way (see Box 4).  

Based on the MDG experience reviewed in Box 1, we underscore the critical need for annual monitoring 
of Global Monitoring Indicators to the HLPF. The data should be collected from NSOs within the 
preceding year or based on robust estimations. Annex 2 (page 92) provides more information on the 
feasibility of annual monitoring.  

The timing of the annual review needs to be considered carefully by member states. Currently the HLPF 
is scheduled to meet at the margins of the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) in June/July, so the 
annual SDG data would need to be available towards the second quarter of each year. The advantage of 
annual monitoring in the middle of a calendar year is that the outcomes of the review might still affect 

10
 For comparison, the MDGs have some 60 indicators. As emphasized above, there should be no limit to number of 
Complementary National Indicators that countries will use to adapt the SDGs and their monitoring to national priorities and 
needs.  

See UN Statistical Commission, (March 2015), Draft Report from the 46th session. 

Box 2: Why 100 Global Monitoring Indicators? 

The much broader SDG agenda will require a richer and broader set of indicators than covered under 
the 60 MDG indicators. During extensive, global consultations with NSOs, hundreds of experts, and 
other stakeholders, it has become clear that the number of harmonized Global Monitoring Indicators 
needs to be limited for three reasons.  

First, globally harmonized indicators impose additional cost and time requirements on NSOs and the 
global data system. Senior statisticians from the statistical offices of Eurostat, BPS Indonesia, the OECD, 
the Philippines, the UK, and many others have told the SDSN that 100 Global Monitoring Indicators 
represent the upper limit of feasibility. Since some of these offices are among the best-resourced 
statistical agencies in the world, it seems that 100 really does constitute an upper bound. In fact many 
experts believe that the number of globally harmonized indicators should be lower. The need for a 

limited number of global indicators was strongly endorsed at the 46
th

 UN Statistical Commission in 
March 2015, as well as the proceeding Expert Group Meeting on SDG indicators. 

Second, even if the data can be collected, globally harmonized indicators may not correspond to 
national priorities and preferences. Many countries have expressed a desire for nationally appropriate 
indicators, which in turn limits the scope for global indicators. Third, a very large number of indicators 
would be difficult to communicate during the HLPF discussions.  

The proposed Global Monitoring Indicators and the Complementary National Indicators track the full 
range of SDG priorities in a clear and effective manner (Tables 1 and 2). Over time, the data revolution 
may make it possible to collect vastly greater volumes of data to serve the SDGs, in a globally 
harmonized manner. 
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the annual budget cycle for the following year, so that resources can be mobilized in response to 
progress or shortfalls in SDG implementation. On the other hand, SDSN consultations with several NSOs 
and international organizations suggest that mid-year monitoring would make it technically impossible 
to consider data from the previous calendar year, since most NSOs generate such data by the middle of 
the following calendar year. A 2-year gap between data collection and global review could undermine 
the SDGs’ role as a real-time report card and management tool. On balance, it seems that a strong case 
exists to move the annual monitoring on the SDGs towards the end of a calendar year. Clearly, such a 
decision involves complex political and organizational issues that require careful consideration by 
member states.  
 
Assuming end-of-year monitoring of the SDGs, an indicative schedule for preparing the annual report 
might look as follows: 
 

(1) During the first half of each calendar year, the NSO and/or specialized agencies gather the 
national data to complete the national reports on that indicator, no later than [June 30] of the 
new year. 

(2) The national tables are then forwarded to the international organization(s) tasked with 
preparing the Annual SDG Report. This agency (or agencies) would have [six] weeks to compile 
and prepare the draft report of the preceding year’s data.  

(3) The draft report would be presented at the UN to the Secretary General (SG) and the 
President of the General Assembly (PGA) in [early September], for a final review and a cover 
statement. 

(4) The preliminary report would be prepared for publication and translation by [September] to 
be available to HLPF or ECOSOC meetings in [October-November]. 

(5) In [December] the report will be finalized with corrected and updated data, and the final 
report disseminated and posted online. 

This approach is ambitious and will obviously push all countries and participating organizations hard, but 
the goal will be to turn the SDG indicators into useful tools for real-time national and sub-national 
management. This monitoring cycle will be unattainable without dedicated financing to improve the 
statistical infrastructure and capacity of each country. As highlighted by the UN Statistics Division, “the 
main challenge is that the required capacity to measure the full range of sustainable development 
indicators currently does not exist in most countries.”11 The 46th Statistical Commission also highlighted 
the urgency of investments in national statistical capacity to “enable national statistical offices to play a 
leading and coordinating role” in post-2015 monitoring processes.12 
 

3. Regional monitoring 
 

Regional monitoring can play an important role in fostering knowledge-sharing, reciprocal learning, and 
peer review across countries in the same region. It will also promote shared accountability for regional 
priorities, such as shared watersheds, regional conflicts, or regional infrastructure.  
 

                                                        
11

 UN Statistics Division, in collaboration with the Friends of the Chair group on broader measures of progress (2014). 
Compendium of statistical notes for the Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals, para. 1.8.  

12
 UN Statistical Commission, (March 2015), Draft Report from the 46th session, p.3. See also Espey, J. et al.(2015) A Needs 
Assessment for SDG Monitoring and Statistical Capacity Development, SDSN Report, Paris France and New York, USA: SDSN. 
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As a result, indicators for regional monitoring extend beyond the scope of the Global Monitoring 
Indicators and may include a small number of metrics not considered under Complementary National 

Indicators (Figure 2). We do not endeavor to identify regional indicators in this report, as this work 
should be undertaken by the Regional Economic Commissions and other competent bodies in each 
region. These bodies also have an important complementary role in promoting best practices, providing 
technical cooperation and capacity building, and developing and disseminating methodologies to adapt 
and harmonize indicators. Examples of ongoing statistical harmonization work include Eurostat’s 
macroeconomic statistics harmonization in EU member states, the ECLAC Working Group on 
Harmonization of Statistics on Income Poverty and Public Transfers, and the AU Strategy for the 
Harmonization of Statistics in Africa (SHaSA).  

Where possible, regional monitoring should build on existing regional mechanisms, such as the Regional 
Economic Commissions, the Africa Peer Review Mechanism, or the Asia-Pacific Forum on Sustainable 
Development.13 Regional monitoring processes can also broker a link between the national and global 
levels. The Regional Economic Commissions may play a particularly important role in preparing inputs to 
the HLPF, under the auspices of ECOSOC, since Regional Commissions are already subsidiary bodies of 
the Economic and Social Council.  

4. Thematic monitoring

To achieve the SDGs, complex challenges must be addressed across a broad range of sectors and 
thematic areas, such as health, education, agriculture, nutrition, the water-energy nexus, sustainable 
consumption and production patterns, or infrastructure design. Lessons learned in one country can 
inform progress in other countries. Similarly, implementation challenges and technology gaps are often 
common across countries, so major thematic communities need to be mobilized globally in support of 
the SDGs. These thematic or epistemic communities should focus on monitoring progress and challenges 
in implementation.  

Thematic communities – often under the leadership of specialized international organizations –develop 
specialist indicators for monitoring and accountability that are tracked in countries across the globe. 
Often these indicators include input and process metrics that are helpful complements to official 
indicators, which tend to be more outcome-focused (Figure 2).  

The implementation of the MDGs provides good examples for effective thematic monitoring under the 
auspices of international organizations, universities, civil society organizations, and business groups (Box 
3). In particular, the health sector provides important lessons on how increased collaboration between 
diverse groups has improved the frequency and quality of data.14 What was previously a fragmented 
sector successfully managed to bring together data producers, users, and analysts, and, as a result, the 
health-related MDG indicators have the highest level of data availability and reporting frequency.15  

For example, the UN Inter-Agency Group on Child Mortality Estimation, which has developed a specialist 
hub responsible for analyzing, checking, and improving mortality estimation. This group, and its 

13
 UNSG (2014), para 149, ii. 

14
 SDSN is preparing a forthcoming Issue Brief that will aim to examine the case study on health sector data and draw 
conclusions for thematic reporting. 

15
 Cassidy, M. (2014). “Assessing Gaps in Indicator Availability and Coverage.” Briefing paper. Paris, France and New York, USA: 
SDSN. 
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associated database CME Info, is a leading source for child morality information for both governments 
and non-governmental actors. 16 The group, which consists of UN agency specialists supported by a 
technical advisory group of academic and scientific experts, has pioneered innovations in statistical 
modeling to generate accurate estimates of child mortality despite limited availability of high-quality 
data for many low- and middle-income countries. 

In some cases, universities have a leading role in thematic monitoring. For example, the Université 
Catholique de Louvain maintains the EM-DAT database on disasters; the University of Maryland Institute 
of Human Virology has one of the most extensive e-databases on virology and HIV in low and lower-
middle income countries;17 and the University of Washington hosts the Institute for Health Metrics and 
Evaluation (IHME). IHME has become a leading and internationally trusted repository for collecting, 
vetting, and harmonizing key public health data, specifically population health, its determinants, and the 
performance of health systems. IHME recently renewed its partnership with WHO to continue working 
on improving data used to generate estimates of levels and trends in health.18 This work informs the 
ongoing Global Burden of Disease (GBD) study, which includes information essential for informing health 
policies such as on levels and trends for age-sex-specific mortality.  

In other cases, businesses may have access to data that can underpin thematic SDG monitoring (Box 3). 
In the agriculture sector, the International Fertilizer Association (IFA) maintains one of the most 
extensive databases on fertilizer supply, production, and use around the world. Data from companies’ 
supply chains can help track food loss and waste, and ICT companies can share data on the use of 
modern communication technologies.  

Thematic reporting is also an opportunity to go beyond global indicators and develop specialized and 
sector-specific indicators. Sustainable Energy For All, Roll-Back Malaria, and UN Water (through the Joint 
Monitoring Programme) have demonstrated the power of collective multi-stakeholder monitoring of 
specific thematic priorities.  

To coordinate thematic monitoring under the SDGs, each thematic initiative may have one or more lead 
specialist agencies or “custodians” as per the IAEG-MDG monitoring processes. Lead agencies would be 
responsible for convening multi-stakeholder groups, compiling detailed thematic reports, and 
encouraging ongoing dialogues on innovation. These thematic groups can become testing grounds in 
launching a data revolution for the SDGs, trialing new measurements and metrics that in time can feed 
into the global monitoring process. As suggested in the UN Secretary-General’s synthesis report, 
thematic reports are needed on an annual basis and may benefit from in-depth technical examination of 
specific concerns each year.19  

16
 See the CME Info database online at www.childmortality.org 

17
 Ritz, D. (2014). Measuring e-Health Impact: An e-Health Evaluation Framework that Leverages Process Control Theory and Big 
Data Analytics. Big Data and Health Analytics, 309. 

18
 See the IHME website at www.healthdata.org 

19
 Ibid, para 149, iv. 
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Box 3: Aligning Business Metrics with SDG Indicators 

Businesses will need to play a critical role in achieving many SDGs. Their roles include direct investment 
(e.g. in infrastructure); developing new technologies for energy, health and other SDG priorities; and 
aligning business incentives and behavior with the social objectives of sustainable development. For this 
reason, it is critical that business metrics be closely aligned with the SDGs and the underlying indicator 
framework.  

The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the UN Global Compact (UNGC), and the World Business Council 
for Sustainable Development (WBCSD) have recently launched a joint initiative to align business metrics 
with SDG indicators and monitoring frameworks. This initiative will use GRI standards, as well as other 
commonly-used corporate sustainability indicators, to help identify Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
that can help track businesses’ contributions to the SDGs. We applaud this timely and important work 
by the business community as it holds great potential to ensure coherence between business reporting 
and the global SDG framework.
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III. Principles for setting SDG indicators and an integrated monitoring
framework

Building upon the standards proposed in the UN Development Group (UNDG) handbook and the CES 
Recommendations on Measuring Sustainable Development,20 we propose 10 criteria for robust Global 
Monitoring Indicators. These principles have also been informed by lessons from the MDGs (Box 1); 
comments from NSOs collected through our public consultation and via the Friends of the Chair on 
Broader Measures of Progress; as well as the principles laid out in various reports including The Future 
We Want, A New Global Partnership and A World That Counts.21 

Figure 3: Towards an integrated monitoring and indicator framework: Ten principles for Global 
Monitoring Indicators 

Robust Global Monitoring Indicators for the SDGs should be: 

1. Limited in number and globally harmonized: Since a very large number of indicators would be
required to comprehensively track progress towards all aspects of the 169 targets proposed by the Open
Working Group, we recommend that countries consider two sets of indicators. Up to 100 Global
Monitoring Indicators would be reported on in a harmonized way by every country on an annual basis
and collated by the international community. One hundred globally harmonized indicators appear to be
the upper limit of feasibility (Box 2). In addition, countries will identify a nationally appropriate number
of Complementary National Indicators.

2. Simple, single-variable indicators with straightforward policy implications: Indicators need to be
simple to compile and easy to interpret and communicate. They must also have clear policy implications.
For global reporting composite indices should be avoided where possible since they require more
complex data collection methods, and often rely on imputation for missing variables and arbitrary

20
 United Nations (2003). Indicators for Monitoring the Millennium Development Goals: Definitions, Rationale, Concepts, and 
Sources. New York, NY: United Nations. Also featured in the Report of the Friends of the Chair Group on Broader Measures of 
Progress, released on 16

th
 December 2014 [E/CN.3/2015/2].

21
 United Nations (2012). The Future We Want, Our Common Vision. Outcome document of the Rio+20 Conference; HLP (2013); 
and IEAG on the Data Revolution (2014). 
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9. Science-based and forward-looking

10. A proxy for broader issues or conditions
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weighting. Moreover, composite indices do not lend themselves easily to policy recommendations, and 
they expand the number of (underlying) variables that need to be collected through official statistical 
systems, which might undermine the feasibility of a monitoring framework. Instead, Global Monitoring 
Indicators should rely as much as possible on metrics that consist of one variable only.22  

3. Allow for high frequency monitoring: Timeliness is crucial for data to be a useful management and
policy tool. To align with national planning and budgetary processes, SDG monitoring should operate on
an annual cycle. The MDGs were also reported annually, but data featured in annual reports was often
two to three years out of date, if available at all. To overcome this, the SDG indicators should lend
themselves to annual production, or bi- or tri-yearly production with interim annual figures produced
using robust estimation methodologies (Annex 2, page 92). These figures would then be reported upon
annually, within an internationally harmonized national monitoring cycle.

4. Consensus-based, in line with international standards and information already collected by national
and environmental-economic information systems: Global Monitoring Indicators should be
underpinned by a broad international consensus on their measurement and be based on international
standards, recommendations, and best practices to facilitate international comparison. Where possible,
indicators should be broadly consistent with systems of national accounts, systems of environmental-
economic accounting, and other systems-based information.

5. Constructed from well-established data sources: Indicators should draw on well-established sources
of public and private data, and be consistent to enable measurement over time. For a small number of
new indicators, well-established data sources may be unavailable. In such cases, the establishment of a
baseline will need to be an urgent priority over the next two or more years.

6. Disaggregated: Preference should be given to indicators that lend themselves to disaggregation in
order to track inequalities in SDG achievement. As the HLP report recommends, targets can only be
considered achieved if they are met for all relevant groups.23 As reviewed in detail in Annex 3 (page 96),
key dimensions for disaggregation include:

(i) characteristics of the individual or household (e.g. sex, age, income, disability, religion,
ethnicity and indigenous status);
(ii) economic activity;

(iii) spatial dimensions (e.g. by metropolitan areas, urban and rural, or districts).

7. Universal: The set of SDG indicators as a whole needs to track a universal agenda. Most though not all
Global Monitoring Indicators should therefore be applicable in developed as well as developing
countries. Given the many layers of the SDG monitoring process, indicators should be applicable at the

global, regional, national, and local levels (Figure 2). The ability of indicators to be localized is
particularly important to encourage active implementation of the agenda within subnational levels of
government, such as cities, which are home to over half of the global population.

22
 The Global Monitoring Indicators presented in this report include a small number of composite indices as exceptions from 
principle 2. The motivation for each exception is explained in the text. The arguments against the use of composite indices 
apply less to Complementary National Indicators where the number of underlying variables does not need to be restricted. 
Hence composite indices can play an important role in supporting national monitoring processes. They may also be useful for 
thematic monitoring.  

23
 HLP (2013), 17. 
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8. Mainly outcome-focused: As with SDG targets, it is generally preferable for Global Monitoring
Indicators to track outcomes (or the ends) rather than means. Yet the choice between input and
outcome measures must be handled pragmatically. In some cases, input metrics can play a critical role in
driving and tracking the changes needed for sustainable development. For example, access to health
services is a vital component of Universal Health Coverage. Similarly, Official Development Assistance
(ODA) is difficult to mobilize but critical for achieving the SDGs. Finally, some environmental change
occurs slowly and with long lag times, so that intermediate metrics are necessary to track progress.
Indicators for national and thematic monitoring will likely focus to a greater extent on tracking inputs
and process metrics for implementation.

9. Science-based and forward-looking: The SDGs are expected to cover a 15-year period. Much will
change in that time. For example, the world population is projected to increase by 1 billion people by
2030, and two-thirds of those will be living in cities. Indicators must be designed in such a way to
account for these changing global dynamics and to anticipate future changes. The indicator framework
must also be flexible and allow for new indicators to replace outdated ones.

10. A proxy for broader issues or conditions: A single indicator cannot measure every aspect of a
complex issue, but well-chosen Global Monitoring Indicators can track broader concepts. For example,
to measure rule of law and access to justice, several aspects must be measured, including the capacity
to redress crime, citizens’ trust in the police and court systems, and the rates of redress. The proposed
indicator on the investigation and sentencing of sexual and gender-based violent crimes serves as a
proxy for the treatment of vulnerable groups and access to justice overall. As described further in Annex
1 (page 67), the indicator and monitoring framework needs to track a number of cross-cutting issues
that may not be captured in the title of individual goals.

As illustrated in Figure 2 and the preceding chapter, national, regional, and thematic monitoring serve 
specific purposes, which must be reflected in the choice of indicators. As a result, some of the principles 
for setting Global Monitoring Indicators may not apply. For example, national indicators reflect national 
priorities and traditions, so they do not need to be harmonized internationally. Countries may also place 
a much greater emphasis on tracking the implementation of their strategies for achieving the SDGs, 
including through nationally appropriate indicators on policies and laws, which would be difficult to 
harmonize at the global level. Similarly, countries may opt to use non-official data for their own 
purposes. Analogous considerations apply to regional monitoring.  

The health sector demonstrates how thematic monitoring can make effective use of process indicators, 
such as the number of Directly Observed Therapy Short course (DOTS) administered to treat TB or the 
share of hospitals stocking the full set of essential medicines. Such process metrics provide a rich 
understanding of how sectors are performing and allow countries to share lessons. Thematic monitoring 
offers the scale and flexibility to test new approaches to data collection and make creative use of 
technological innovations as described in Section IV.3 below. It may also make greater use of composite 
indicators that lend themselves to support effective communication.  

All of the principles above must be used when selecting SDG indicators. Taken together, the principles 
also reflect the integrated nature of the SDGs. The SDGs proposed by the OWG rightly emphasize the 
need for integration across the goals. For example, gender equality must be addressed in virtually every 
goal, and decarbonization or sustainable consumption and production cannot be pursued by 
undermining economic growth. This integration must be reflected in the design of the indicator and 
monitoring framework (see Box 4).  
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Together, indicators for national, regional, thematic, and global monitoring will help the SDGs provide a 
rich, integrated, and dynamic framework. Chosen carefully, the indicators will complement one another, 
thereby strengthening the comparative advantages of each monitoring level. Above all, in collecting and 
sharing information on progress towards the SDGs, they will provide a dynamic framework that will 
foster a crucial innovation: a data revolution for the SDGs. 

Box 4: Designing an integrated indicator and monitoring framework 

The SDSN has paid careful attention to the need for the indicators to track the breadth of the SDG agenda. 
As a result, many global and national indicators contribute to tracking several SDG targets, and many 
targets require several indicators (Table 2). Together, the 100 GMIs proposed in this report constitute an 
integrated indicator framework.  

Some analysts have suggested that each indicator should be “integrated,” but such a principle is hard to 
operationalize in practice without resorting to composite indices that we consider inadvisable for the 
reasons outlined in our principles. Indicators need to be simple and easy to communicate, so they should 
track clearly identified variables that may capture only part of an issue.  

Take the example of sustainable agriculture, which is multi-faceted and covers the full spectrum of the 
economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainable development. Some indicators are 
required to track productivity (e.g. crop yield gap or productivity growth). Others will track the 
environmental impact of agriculture (e.g. water use, nitrogen flows, land-use change). Yet others need to 
track the social dimension of agriculture, particularly support to smallholder farmers (e.g. extension 
workers). Agriculture-related nutrition and food security metrics cut across the economic and social sphere 
(e.g. stunting, micronutrient deficiencies). Countries will develop a robust understanding of sustainable 
agriculture by considering in combination a reasonable range of indicators. 

The indicators need to be considered as an integrated package and must work in harmony with one 
another. They should help us look at every issue through an economic, social, and environmental lens. 
Only by monitoring all GMIs can we understand whether the world is on track for achieving sustainable 
development. In turn, this reinforces the need for a limited number of GMIs or else the SDG indicators, 
and monitoring itself, may become difficult to manage and hard to communicate.  
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IV. Priority Challenges in Setting SDG Indicators

A first critical step in launching a data revolution for development must be to ensure that all countries 
and the international community are well equipped to monitor them with robust indicators, so they can 
serve their dual purpose as management tool and report card. To the extent possible, monitoring should 
start in 2016, when the SDGs will take effect. To this end, three priority challenges must be urgently 
addressed. 

1. Filling gaps in available indicators

Many indicators, especially relating to poverty and economic development, are already collected (e.g. as 
part of the MDG process), but in some areas, new indicators will have to be developed together with 
information-gathering systems. Some new indicators are presented in this report. Preliminary 
suggestions and indicators still under development are presented in square brackets.  

Developing new indicators will in some cases require major investments in the national and 
international capacity to collect and analyze data. In many cases, sound indicators exist, but data is not 
systematically collected on a routine, harmonized, and comparable basis–particularly in low-income 
countries. As highlighted in three SDSN Briefing Papers on household survey and indicator coverage, 
important gaps exist, particularly for key social and environmental metrics.24 The coming months need 
to be used by NSOs and the international organizations to identify practical strategies for filling data 
gaps. In some cases, this will require increased investments in national statistical systems.  

 In preparing this report, the SDSN has consulted extensively to obtain feedback from interested 
international institutions and other organizations on the relevance, accuracy, appropriateness, and 
realism of the recommended indicators. In some cases, not every suggestion may be possible to 
implement in a timely and accurate manner. In other cases, additional indicators may need to be 
considered.  

We encourage the competent specialized agencies of the UN System, NSOs, and other international 
statistical organizations, such as the OECD or Eurostat, to identify and review available indicator options 
for each major gap. Decisions on what can actually be measured should be guided by the relevant expert 
communities, with the advice and leadership of the global institutions charged with oversight, 
measurement, standards, and implementation of programs. 

2. Moving towards annual monitoring

Timeliness of SDG data is crucial if the Goals are to be a management and policy tool. To align with 
national planning and budgetary processes, SDG monitoring needs to operate on an annual cycle. 
Ensuring annual and up-to-date data will be a major step towards achieving a data revolution for 
development. For a more detailed discussion of annual monitoring, please see Annex 2 (page 92).  

24
 See i) Cassidy, M. (2014); ii) Alkire, S. and Samman, E. (2014), Mobilizing the household data required to progress toward the 
SDGs. SDSN Briefing Paper; and iii) Alkire, S (2014). Towards frequent and accurate poverty data. SDSN Briefing Paper. 
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Annual monitoring on progress does not necessarily mean that new data need to be produced every 
year. For a number of indicators this may be impossible or inadvisable.25 In such cases producing data 
every two to three years and doing robust projections, extrapolations or modeled estimates may be 
sufficient. But even this level of frequency will require a step change in the way data is collected and 
disseminated.  
 
Given how infrequently some indicators are collected today, it might seem impossible to shift towards 
such high frequency monitoring for SDG indicators. Yet a careful review of the issues suggests it is 
utterly feasible. In fact, many countries have shown what can be done with clear commitments, the 
creative use of modern technologies, institutional innovation, and modest resources. Some 60 countries 
already report annual figures on multiple social and economic indicators based on annual survey data.  
 
International institutions also have made the effort to generate annual estimates. Such approaches 
could be applied to other SDG indicators to enable timely annual monitoring of progress.26 In this 
context we applaud the World Bank’s recent commitment to report annually on poverty and boosting 
shared prosperity.27  
 

3. Adopting innovative approaches to data collection and establishing strategies to 
harmonize unofficial metrics 

 
Monitoring the SDGs requires many different types of data. Taken together, they will enable launching a 
data revolution for development. Official statistics derived from surveys and other official administrative 
data will play a critical, preeminent role. They will be complemented by unofficial data, and other 
performance metrics including business metrics, polling data, and georeferenced information on 
government facilities, among others.  
 
This report, the product of a broad consultative exercise, and the findings from earlier consultations, 
suggest that official data, including international household survey data, will play a critical role for the 
foreseeable time in tracking the SDGs and shaping governments programs. But the revolution in 
information and communication technologies and the growing role of civil society organizations and 
businesses offer unprecedented opportunities for using new types of complementary metrics and data.  
 
Of particular importance is georeferenced data that can now be collected easily using mobile phones to 
provide location-specific information on government facilities, water points, and environmental 
challenges. As one impressive example, the Nigerian Senior Special Advisor to the President on the 
MDGs, with support from the Earth Institute’s Sustainable Engineering Laboratory, developed the 
Nigeria MDG Information System, an online interactive data platform. Using this system, all government 

                                                        
25

 Indicators unsuited to annual production are indicators that (i) exhibit year-on-year variation that is significantly smaller than 
the error margin, (ii) require a very large number of observations to be computed, (iii) may be affected or compromised by 
year on year monitoring, such as attitudinal and behavior change. A preliminary assessment suggests that this applies to at 
least four GMIs featured in this report: life expectancy, maternal mortality rate, fertility rate, and prevalence of non-
communicable diseases. 

26
 See the CME Info online database: www.childmortality.org 

27
 See World Bank President Jim Yong Kim’s Speech at Georgetown University (April 2013), online at: 
http://www.worldbank.org/en/news/speech/2013/04/02/world-bank-group-president-jim-yong-kims-speech-at-
georgetown-university 

http://nmis.mdgs.gov.ng/
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health and education facilities as well as water access points were mapped across Nigeria within a mere 
two months (Figure 4).  
 

Figure 4: Screenshot of Nigeria MDG Information System showing the location and status of water 
sources in the Kontagora region of Niger State, Nigeria 

 

Source: http://nmis.mdgs.gov.ng/ 
 

Figure 5: Screenshot of Nigeria MDG Information System - information on general hospital in the Isoko 
south region of Delta State, Nigeria 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: http://nmis.mdgs.gov.ng/ 

http://nmis.mdgs.gov.ng/
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The system now reports the latest status of more than 250,000 facilities using data generated with the 
help of smartphones. Any internet user can now ascertain the status of every facility across the entire 
country (Figure 5).  
 
The software tools used for the Nigeria MDG Information System are open-source. National and sub-
national governments, civil society organizations, and businesses can use them to develop dedicated 
georeferenced surveys for a variety of purposes. For example, such tools make it possible to generate 
the management information that local authorities need in order to improve service delivery. They can 
also be used by civil society organizations for example to track which infrastructure facilities are fully 
operational or where illegal logging is occurring.  
 
Specialized UN agencies and other international organizations should organize thematic discussions with 
NSOs, businesses, and civil society organizations to determine the most promising uses of 
georeferenced data and to identify complementary metrics to official SDG indicators. Such groups can 
then propose standards and systems for collecting and processing such data.  
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V. Next Steps and Opportunities for Leadership 
 
The experience of the MDGs underscores the importance of thinking through the indicators as early as 
possible, to ensure the goals and targets can be monitored and implemented. So far, the international 
community’s attention has been focused primarily on defining goals and targets. The next step is to 
agree on the indicators and associated monitoring systems so that the world will be ready to implement 
the SDGs in 2016.  
 
Success will require a data revolution for development, following some of the bold but feasible steps 
outlined in this report. Key milestones on the way to building an effective indicator and monitoring 
framework for the SDGs include: 

(i) a multi-stakeholder process to identify global indicators and baselines via the IEAG-SDG; 
(ii) ongoing thematic consultations to agree upon long-lists of specialist indicators for thematic 
monitoring; and  
(iii) the establishment of a Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data, to fulfill the 
Data Revolution.  

 

1. Multi-stakeholder process to set Global Monitoring Indicators and establish baselines 
 
The UN Statistical Commission (UNSC) at its 46th session (March 5-6, 2015) discussed the roadmap for 
developing and implementing an SDG indicator and monitoring framework. Given the breadth and 
complexity of the SDG agenda, it has recommended the creation of an Inter-Agency Expert Group on 
SDG Indicators, consisting of “national statistical offices and, as observers, the regional and international 
organizations and agencies, that will be tasked with fully developing a proposal for the indicator 
framework for the monitoring of the goals and targets of the post-2015 development agenda at the 
global level, under the leadership of the national statistical offices.”28 This is a welcome first step, though 
SDSN encourages this group to involve all branches of government, civil society, business, and other 
stakeholders, to contribute towards the development of Global Monitoring Indicators. We hope that 
this report will make a contribution towards this multi-stakeholder process and towards science-based 
SDG indicators.  
 
As recommended by the Friends of the Chair Group on Broader Measures of Progress and in the 
Technical Report of the Bureau of the UN Statistical Commission, a set of indicative indicators should be 
developed by September 2015, so that a definitive set can be adopted by the 47th session of the UNSC in 
2016. An urgent priority will be to establish baselines for monitoring the indicators. Where indicators 
are already well understood and a consensus is emerging around them, the establishment of adequate 
baselines can start right away.  
 

2. Thematic consultations 
 
During 2015, UN agencies and other organizations have an opportunity to convene multi-stakeholder 
consultations involving governments, civil society, business, and science in order to develop thematic 
monitoring frameworks as described above. These groups should fill gaps in available indicators and 
develop detailed recommendations on how to move towards annual monitoring of priority thematic 

                                                        
28

 Bureau of the United Nations Statistical Commission, (March 2015), Technical report on the process of the development of an 
indicator framework for the goals and targets of the post-2015 development agenda - Working draft. 
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indicators. For example, more regular monitoring on child nutrition may require increased investments 
in household surveys or health-sector administrative data collection. Alternatively, it may require 
investments in national statistical literacy to enable NSOs to compute robust year-on-year estimations.  
 
Another key technical challenge for consideration in thematic consultations is how each Global 
Monitoring Indicator can be collected in ways that enable sufficient disaggregation. For some indicators, 
this may require twinning official metrics with geospatial data or using larger sample sizes. Each 
indicator will need to be accompanied by a comprehensive strategy explaining how detailed 
disaggregated data can be compiled. 
 
The consultations need to consider official as well as non-official statistics and the potential offered by 
big data and innovative technologies. Fostering innovation will be particularly important to ensure that 
each indicator is sufficiently disaggregated so that countries can make sure that “no one is left behind.” 
It may also enable countries to leapfrog the use of labor-intensive statistical tools, in favor of cost-saving 
metadata analysis.  
 
Currently, UN organizations work on these issues to varying degrees. Some have already started 
reaching out to businesses and NGOs, but others focus solely on official indicator sets. The UN Chief 
Executive Board for Coordination (CEB) could table this important issue to encourage leadership by 
agencies in their respective areas, identify best practices, promote coordination, and explore ways in 
which the UN System can support innovation in driving a data revolution for development. Together, 
these thematic consultations will help translate the data revolution into practical action, with clear roles 
and responsibilities for UN agencies, member states, the scientific community, civil society, and 
business. 
 

3. Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data: global standards, greater 
innovation, and adequate resources 
 
In its report A World That Counts, the Independent Expert Advisory Group on the Data Revolution 
recommends a UN-led “Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data.” The role of the 
partnership would be to mobilize and coordinate as many initiatives and institutions as possible to 
achieve a data revolution for development. In practice, this partnership may consist of a high-level 
multi-stakeholder committee, with representatives from the UN, national governments, businesses, 
academia, science and civil society. The committee would perform three essential functions:  

(i) convening diverse data communities (such as Members of the Open Government Partnership 
and the G8 Open Data Charter) to foster consensus and harmonize global standards;  
(ii) incentivizing innovation and encouraging public-private partnerships for data; and  
(iii) mobilizing additional resources.  

 
A set of global standards for data harmonization and use will be essential for national governments and 
NSOs to effectively compile, interpret, and utilize the broad range of development data sets. 
Standardization will be particularly important for non-official sources of data, such as business 
monitoring, which over time may be used to complement official metrics. In the short- to medium term, 
standardizing efforts may require more methodological research to better understand how unofficial or 
big data can be used to complement official sources. A high-level, powerful group will be essential to 
convene the various data and transparency initiatives under one umbrella, in support of sustainable 
development, and to secure the cooperation of both Member States and businesses.  
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Second, any new Global Partnership for Sustainable Development Data should strive to foster 
innovation in SDG monitoring. The IEAG on the Data Revolution has recommended a web of data 
innovation networks to advance innovation and analysis. To focus energies and incentivize year on year 
progress, we also recommend an annual prize, awarded at an annual conference or “World Forum on 
Sustainable Development Data.”29 This award would be given to NSOs, specialist groups, civil society 
organizations, or businesses that have developed innovative approaches to improve SDG indicators (e.g. 
by increasing the frequency or disaggregation) or replace existing indicators with new metrics that are 
better and/or less expensive to collect.  
 
A third core function of the Global Partnership will be to mobilize additional resources to support sound 
monitoring system. SDSN has been working in coalition with more than 15 organizations, including Open 
Data Watch, PARIS21, the World Bank, and others, to consolidate available data on the levels of 
investment required for SDG monitoring and statistical capacity development. Our new report, Data for 
Development: A Needs Assessment for SDG Monitoring and Statistical Capacity, estimates that the 77 
ODA-eligible countries will need to spend approximately $1 billion a year to upgrade their statistical 
systems and carry out regular data collection for the SDGs. Although it is hard to estimate an exact 
funding gap, it is clear that there is a large margin between current expenditures and future 
requirements. An analysis of National Strategies for the Development of Statistics (NSDSs) shows that 
countries are planning on aid at a level of 49% of current NSDS budgets. Donors will therefore need to 
maintain current contributions to statistics, of approximately US$300 million per annum, and go further, 
leveraging US$100-200 million more in Official Development Assistance (ODA) to support country 
efforts.30 
 
Current financing mechanisms and modalities for data are not only underfunded, they are also 
fragmented and beset with high transaction costs. In addition to quantifying incremental financing 
needs, the international community will therefore need to determine how additional resources can be 
used most effectively for maximum results. Experience in other areas suggests that pooled financing 
mechanisms can be very effective by: 

(i) reducing transaction costs and minimizing duplication;  
(ii) strengthening national ownership in the design and implementation of programs;  
(iii) facilitating knowledge transfer and the consolidation of lessons learnt across countries; 
(iv) facilitating partnerships with the private sector through dedicated windows for public-
private partnerships; and 
(v) supporting transparent criteria for countries’ resource mobilization.31  

 
Based on a clear indicator framework and a robust needs assessment, the first steps towards a data 
revolution can start now, including vital resource mobilization. Given the public attention that will be 
paid to the SDGs during 2015, it would seem possible to complete the fundraising by the latter half of 
the year–in time for implementation. As part of these efforts, recommendations on pooled funding 
mechanisms for SDG data should be considered as soon as possible, with the intention that a 
coordinated mechanism will launch in early 2016.  
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 UN Secretary General (2014), para. 143. 
30

 Espey, J. et al.(2015) A Needs Assessment for SDG Monitoring and Statistical Capacity Development, SDSN Report, Paris 
France and New York, USA: SDSN.  

31
 Sachs, J. and G Schmidt-Traub (2013). Financing for development and climate change post-2015. SDSN Briefing Paper, Paris, 
France and New York, USA: SDSN. 
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Figure 6: Opportunities for action: a timeline of key processes for monitoring and review 

 

 
 
In our consultations with technical communities, including NSOs, UN and other international 
organizations, scientists, civil society groups, and business organizations, we have witnessed outstanding 
expertise and tremendous enthusiasm for making the SDGs and their monitoring a success. We are 
convinced that these practical steps can be taken in a timely fashion. Over time, an SDG data revolution, 
in which vastly greater volumes of data are collected in a harmonized manner, can put powerful 
statistics in the service of humanity and the planet. The SDSN will continue to support UNSD and to work 
with other interested partners to help develop a sound SDG indicator and monitoring framework, and to 
realize the great potential of the data revolution for sustainable development. 

  

•  Fifth Intergovernmental Negotiation on Post-2015 (IGN) - 
focused on follow up and review processes 

May 18-22, 2015: 

•  First Meeting of the Inter-Agency Expert Group on SDG 
Indicators 

June 1-2, 2015: 

•  High Level Political Forum, under the auspices of 
ECOSOC 

June 26-July 8, 2015: 

•  Financing for Development Conference July 13-16, 2015: 

•  Final Intergovernmental Negotiation on Post-2015 (IGN) July 20-24 & 27-31, 2015: 

•  "Transforming the world: Realizing the post-2015 
Development Agenda," SDG Summit 

September 25-27, 2015: 

•  UN Statistical Commission March, 2016: 
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