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Why is it necessary to develop a set of indicators to monitor 
the SDGs implementation? Is it reasonable to define them at 
global level?

Measurement is an essential aspect of monitoring, allowing an 
objective and comparable tracking of the progress countries 
achieve towards the goals. That’s why indicators associated 
to the goals are absolutely needed. A global indicators frame-
work responds to the commitment of Heads of State to engage 
in a systematic review and follow up of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development and SDGs implementation. The UN 
Secretary General will prepare an annual progress report on 
SDGs based on the global indicator framework. Data produced 
by the national statistical systems will feed into the database 
maintained by the Statistics Division of the United Nations 
Department for Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA). The 
monitoring framework will also be implemented at regional 
and national level. Countries will be responsible for monitoring 
at national level, on regular and voluntary basis.

How can we ensure a wide acceptance of the SDGs indicators, 
despite the cultural, social and environmental differences 
existing across the world?

Two specific working groups organised by the UN Statistical 
Commission guarantee a balanced dialogue between coun-
tries. On one hand, the Inter-agency and Expert Group on the 
SDG Indicators has to identify the indicators’ framework for 
goals and targets monitoring. On the other hand, the High Lev-
el Group for Partnership, Coordination and Capacity Building 
for Post-2015 has to establish a global partnership for sustain-
able development and reporting, increase capacity building 
and lead the SDGs implementation process. Similar groups, 
which were not established for the Millennium Development 
Goals, were implemented under the responsibility of National 
Statistical Institutes (NSIs). A dedicated and open website is 
available for both groups.

What are the limitations of identifying the SDG indicators 
and monitoring framework after having agreed on goals and 
targets?

Some targets are formulated in a way which makes them 
difficult to measure, for instance where they are too general 
or multidimensional. However, in practice, the discussion on 
SDG indicators started during the formulation of the goals and 
targets, in order to take into account statistical measurability. 
Since the SDGs indicators framework provides mechanisms for 
implementation review and verification, the High Level Politi-
cal Forum could in principle also revise some targets if they are 
found not easily measurable. 

Why is a public consultation on SDG indicators important? 
How has this contributed to the selection of preliminary 
indicators?

Public consultation is an important step for indicator selection, 
as it allows to consider different actors’ views. An inclusive 
agenda, aiming at building trust and confidence among data 
users, has to include a process for identifying measures reflect-
ing the different components of society. This is what the UN 
Statistical Commission has been trying to achieve in develop-
ing the SDG indicators. Over the past months and on several 
occasions, the consultation on indicators along with the NSIs 
was open also to civil society, academia, businesses and other 
relevant stakeholders.

How can a culturally based concept like well-being be ac-
counted for at global level, in spite of such differences?

Under target 17.19 (by 2030, build on existing initiatives to 
develop measurements of progress on sustainable develop-
ment that complement GDP, and support statistical capacity 
building in developing countries), there is room for a measure 
of progress which could include well-being. Currently, there is 
no official worldwide agreement about this indicator, due to its 
multi-dimensionality. However, this is certainly a step forward 
towards a wider debate on how a suitable well-being indicator 
can be selected.
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Several targets, like for instance those related to Goal 12 on 
Sustainable Consumption, will imply bigger challenges to 
wealthier countries than for the other ones. Do you expect 
indicators related to these targets (e.g. per capita material 
footprint or per capita food waste) to be reported on by na-
tional statistical offices and/or used for national policies?

Measures such as the per capita material footprint and per 
capita food waste are still being debated. In Europe, such 
measures are already being experimented with by countries in 
the context of the System of Environmental-Economic Account-
ing (SEEA). Currently, from around 230 indicators identified, 80 
indicators still need further discussion for a consensus to be 
reached and a suitable methodology defined. The proposal for 
the global indicators set has been adopted by the UN Statisti-
cal Commission in its forty-seventh session in March 2016 and 
then by the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC). The 
global indicators set for the SDGs is expected to be adopted by 
the UN General Assembly in September 2016.

How are the UN Data Revolution Report and new data 
sources going to influence the choice of SDGs indicators?

In November 2014, the Secretary-General’s Independent 
Expert Advisory Group (IEAG) published the report ‘A World 
That Counts: Mobilising the Data Revolution for Sustainable 
Development’, whose conclusions are in line with the ongoing 
work.

The recommendations given in this report underline the need  
for increasing the statistical capacity of countries in order to 
develop a global consensus on principles and standards and 
leadership for coordination and mobilization. The challenge of 
new data production will certainly spur the modernization of 
national statistical systems in terms of processes, products and 
sources.

Concerning new data sources, for example, national statistical 
offices are exploring the role of big data and the opportuni-
ties they could generate, still following the UN Fundamental 
Principles for Official Statistics to ensure the integrity of this 
information. Many statistical offices are currently experiencing 
a modernisation process and looking at the possibilities new 
data and technology can provide. All available data sources are 
taken into account while ensuring data quality.

Some SDGs targets are formulated at micro level (companies 
and businesses) rather than at macro level (national policy-
making). How can private actors be encouraged to report on 
their progress?

Today, companies are aware that they are operating in a 
changing business environment where consumers require 
higher social and environmental standards. Already, the UN 
Global Compact initiative has involved thousands of compa-
nies to align with virtuous behaviours. Sustainability is becom-
ing an increasingly relevant criterion for evaluating business 
performance, as proven by companies’ accounting practices. 
The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), launched in 1997 and 
supported by UNEP, is an attempt to standardise companies’ 
reporting, taking into account sustainability criteria. The SDGs 
framework includes a target (12.6 - encourage companies, es-
pecially large and trans-national companies, to adopt sustain-
able practices and to integrate sustainability information into 
their reporting cycle) about companies’ sustainability report-
ing, covering not only economic aspects but also social and 
environmental ones. Therefore, the business sector is showing 
an increasing attention to themes covered by the SDGs.

Since the SDGs are a challenge for the entire world, they need 
to be clearly understood and appropriate actions need to be 
taken in order to achieve them. There are no alternatives to 
a more equitable and sustainable planet. Although the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development is very ambitious, the 
risks we are facing call for the fruitful contribution of all actors 
involved.

Quote 

Joseph Stiglitz is a Nobel Prize-winning economist (2001) and 
President of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission on the Meas-
urement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (2008).

“GDP tells you nothing
about sustainability.”

http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/47th-session/documents/
http://www.undatarevolution.org/report/
http://www.undatarevolution.org/report/
http://www.undatarevolution.org/report/
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/47th-session/documents/2016-5-UNECE-HLG-on-modernisation-of-official-statistics-E.pdf
http://www8.gsb.columbia.edu/faculty/jstiglitz/
http://www.insee.fr/fr/publications-et-services/default.asp?page=dossiers_web/stiglitz/documents-commission.htm
http://www.insee.fr/fr/publications-et-services/default.asp?page=dossiers_web/stiglitz/documents-commission.htm


 In the spotlight
Europe 2020 Strategy

The Europe 2020 strategy, adopted in 2010, aims at supporting 
a smarter, more sustainable and more inclusive economy for 
the European Union over a period of 10 years. Five headline 
targets have to be achieved by 2020, covering employment, 
investment in research and development, climate change and 
energy sustainability, education, and fighting poverty and so-
cial exclusion. Eurostat monitors progress in the context of the 
European Semester process using nine headline indicators and 
additional sub-indicators. In 2013 and 2015, results have been 
published in the annual review ‘Smarter, greener, more inclu-
sive? – Indicators to support the Europe 2020 strategy’. The 
EU-level targets are combined with national targets, against 
which each member state can track its own progress.

Theme Headline indicator Target

Employment Employment rate age 
group 20–64, total

75.0 (% of population)

R&D Gross domestic expendi-
ture on R&D 

3.0 (% of GDP)

Climate change and energy 
sustainability

Greenhouse gas emissions 80.0 (%, index 1990 = 
100%)

Share of renewable energy 
in gross final energy con-
sumption 

20.0(%)

Primary energy consump-
tion 

1483 (Million tonnes of oil 
equivalent)

Final energy consumption 1086 (Million tonnes of oil 
equivalent)

Education

Early leavers from educa-
tion and training, total 

<10.0 (% of population 
aged 18–24)

Tertiary educational attain-
ment, total

>40.0 (% of population 
aged 30–34)

Fighting poverty and social 
exclusion

People at risk of poverty or 
social exclusion

96.6 (Million people)

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the SDGs

‘The context of the adoption of the SDGs at the summit of September 
2015 is an opportunity to consider the EU activities relevant to this 
broad agenda, having regard to the EU Sustainable Development 
Strategy and the Europe 2020 strategy’ (Eurostat, 2015).

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted by the 
UN Member States in September 2015 have a bearing on 
the existing policies, pathways and sustainable development 
strategies at European level. This framework for the global 
sustainable development agenda for the next fifteen years 
includes 17 goals with 169 targets. Global progress towards 
these goals and targets will be assessed with an indicator set 
first proposed in March 2016 and expected to be adopted in 
September 2016.

Since Rio+20, the EU has been developing a common approach 
to the 2030 global agenda for sustainable development. In 
the 2013 Communication ‘A decent life for all’, the European 
Commission showed its commitment to the SDGs. A follow up 
Communication , ‘A decent life for all: from vision to collec-
tive action’, identified priority work areas in relation to the 
post-2015 framework, including the development of indicators 
beyond GDP. Then, in February 2015, the European Commis-
sion articulated its vision for the 2030 Agenda in ‘A Global 
Partnership for Poverty Eradication and Sustainable Develop-
ment after 2015’.

Developing countries’ involvement into the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development implies an increased necessity of 
global partnership and engagement. Both the EU and its mem-
ber states play an active role in shaping the 2030 Agenda, for 
instance by participating in the Inter-agency and Expert Group 
on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDG) and through public consulta-
tions.

Measuring sustainable development in the European Union: 
indicators on the EU Sustainable Development Strategy (SDS), 
Europe 2020 Strategy and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development
Sustainable development involves the pursuit of progress 
across economic, environmental and social dimensions. At 
European and global level, initiatives for sustainable develop-
ment are combined with the development of indicator frame-
works to track progress towards established goals. The Euro-
pean Sustainable Development Strategy (SDS) and the Europe 
2020 Strategy have functioning frameworks for monitoring 
progress towards a number of targets related to sustainable 
development and smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. 
In September 2015, the United Nations adopted the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development and the related Sustain-
able Development Goals, for which an indicator framework is 
currently under development.

EU Sustain-
able Development 
Strategy

Europe 2020 
Strategy

UN 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development

Timeline Adopted in 2001, 
renewed in 2006 
and 2009

Adopted in 2010 
with a vision up to 
and in 2020

Adopted in 2015, with a 
vision up to 2030 

Targets Objectives and tar-
gets in 10 thematic 
areas 

5 headline targets 169 targets related to 17 
Sustainable Development 
Goals 

Indicators More than 130 
indicators, includ-
ing 10 headline 
indicators

9 headline indica-
tors 

225 proposed indicators 
at global level, adopted 
by UNSC in March 2016 
(indicators set expected to 
be adopted by UN General 
Assembly in September 
2016)

Responsible 
statistical 
body

Eurostat, European 
Commission

Eurostat, Euro-
pean Commission

United Nations Statistical 
Commission (UNSC)

EU Sustainable Development Strategy
The EU Sustainable Development Strategy adopted in 2001, 
and renewed in 2006 and in 2009, defines the EU’s actions, 
objectives and targets aimed at putting Europe on the path 
towards sustainable development. Eurostat regularly moni-
tors progress towards these objectives, using a set of more 
than 130 sustainable development indicators (SDIs), which 
are grouped into 10 themes. Most thematic areas include one 
headline indicator.

On a biannual basis, Eurostat publishes a monitoring report 
to update on progress based on the recent SDI data. The last 
report published in 2015 covers the period from 1990 to 2014 
and describes the relationship between the EU SDS and the UN 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

Theme Headline indicator

Socio-economic development Real GDP per capita, growth rate and totals

Sustainable consumption and 
production

Resource productivity

Social inclusion Persons at risk of poverty or social exclusion

Demographic changes Employment rate of older workers

Public health Healthy life years and life expectancy at birth, by 
sex

Climate change and energy Greenhouse gas emissions
Primary energy consumption

Sustainable transport Energy consumption of transport relative to GDP

Natural resources Common bird index

Global partnership Official development assistance as share of gross 
national income

Good governance No headline indicator
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https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/decent-life-all-vision-collective-action_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/decent-life-all-vision-collective-action_en
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/com-2015-44-final-5-2-2015_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/com-2015-44-final-5-2-2015_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/europeaid/sites/devco/files/com-2015-44-final-5-2-2015_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/
http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET%20EN%20BARROSO%20%20%20007%20-%20Europe%202020%20-%20EN%20version.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eu2020/pdf/COMPLET%20EN%20BARROSO%20%20%20007%20-%20Europe%202020%20-%20EN%20version.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52001DC0264
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/doc/srv?l=EN&f=ST%2010117%202006%20INIT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52009DC0400
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/indicators/complete-set-of-indicators
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/sdi/indicators


In brief
16.02.2016
European Regional Social Progress Index

The Directorate-General for Regional and Urban Policy of the 
European Commission, the Social Progress Imperative and 
Orkestra – Basque Institute of Competitiveness, have devel-
oped a pilot regional version of the Social Progress Index for 
Europe. This is based on the same framework as the global 
Social Progress Index and provides spatially disaggregated 
information on the 272 EU “NUTS-2” regions. Using mainly Eu-
rostat data, it scores each region on a scale of 0-100 across 50 
indicators. The aim is to provide solid complementary metrics 
to GDP to support the European regions and Cohesion Policy 
development. A revised version of the regional Social Progress 
Index will be released in October 2016 based on stakeholders’ 
feedback.

More information on the Social Progress Index for Europe’s 
regions

11.02.2016
Indicators for Territorial Development – GDP and beyond

The European Union Committee of the Regions has adopted 
an opinion entitled “Indicators for territorial development - 
GDP and beyond”. The opinion highlights the urgent need for 
complementary indicators to GDP to be adopted for measur-
ing progress and supporting regional and local policy devel-
opment in Europe. Such indicators could complement the 
indicator framework for the mid-term review of the Europe 
2020 strategy, currently lacking a regional dimension. They 
could also provide the evidence on which to build a synthetic 
Regional Progress Indicator, as proposed by the Committee of 
the Regions.

19.01.2016
Territorial well-being indicators in France

The French General Commission on Sustainable Development 
- CGDD (Commissariat Général au Développement Durable) 
explores how well being indicators can support citizen mobi-
lisation to a more sustainable economy. The journal edition 
includes the proceedings from a 2015 symposium entitled 
“Territorial Well-being: from measure to action for a more 
sustainable society”, which focused on the important role 
regions play in promoting sustainable development. The 
workshop discussed the importance of well-being indicators in 
supporting decision making and mobilizing stakeholders, and 
identified lessons and experiences of researchers, institution, 
and regions. The edition includes eight articles, with authors 
from the CGDD, the OFCE and a number of stakeholders from 
French regions and territories.

The 2015 edition of the Human Development Report, annually 
published by the United Nations Development Programme, 
has been released. This edition is devoted to the analysis of 
work as a fundamental driver for enhancing human develop-
ment. Not only formal employment is taken into account, but 
also informal work, including unpaid care jobs and volunteer-
ing. The link between work and human development is not au-
tomatic, as it depends on various conditions ranging from the 
quality of work for individuals to the societal value of work. A 
specific chapter focuses on sustainability: the UN led Sustain-
able Development Goals agenda aiming to improve human 
living conditions and opportunities by 2030 will impact on the 
status of human development.

Starting from December 2014, the Swiss federal statistical 
office reports on forty indicators as part of a new system to 
measure well-being (Système d’indicateurs “Mesure du bien-
être”). This system covers seven thematic areas: enabling 
conditions, resources, activities, effects on resources, goods 
and services, use of goods and services, and well-being. Both 
material and immaterial conditions contributing to the quality 
of life in Switzerland are considered, including aspects related 
to social, human, natural and economic capital and to Beyond 
GDP. Reporting is based on a mix of objective indicators, such 
as disposable income or biodiversity, as well as subjective 
indicators, such as reported life satisfaction and perception of 
the quality of the environment. Results are publicly available 
online.

12.12.2015
Swiss well-being indicators for 2016

14.12.2015
UNDP Human Development Report 2015

Full report of Territorial well-being indicators in France

Opinion of the Committee of the Regions

Full 2015 Human Development Report

First Swiss Well-being report

Agenda

2016 HARPA Conference on Social Progress - What works?
Reykjavik, Iceland, 28 April 2016
More information  
 
46th St. Gallen Symposium on Growth - The good, the bad, 
and the ugly
St. Gallen, Switzerland, 11-13 May 2016
More information

5th GRI Global Conference on Empowering Sustainable
Decisions
Amsterdam, the Netherlands, 18-20 May 2016
More information
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