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Abstract

The debate on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the post-2015 
development framework often overlooks the progress made in data availability 
and statistical capacity for meeting the monitoring requirements at national-, 
regional- and global levels. This paper examines how the monitoring of  the 
MDGs has driven changes in data production at the national level, and the 
challenges of  utilizing national data for global monitoring exercises. We find 
evidence of  an increasing number of  surveys conducted at the country level. 
However, national statistics do not necessarily satisfy the requirements of  global 
monitoring, and the numbers estimated for global monitoring often lack clear 
documentation of  methodologies for estimation and reconciliation among data 
sources. These challenges not only compromise the relevance and reliability of  
the global MDG monitoring data, but also require national data producers to 
coordinate and manage data demand from different levels. Programs such as 
the National Strategies for the Development of  Statistics (NSDS) have aimed 
to mainstream strategic planning for statistics at the national level, but their 
implementations are impeded by the lack of  human and financial resources. 
Donors also lack incentives to comply with national statistical priorities or invest 
in long-term statistical capacity development. The paper argues that in order to 
produce more reliable and relevant data in the post-2015 framework, the rising 
demand for global monitoring data should be aligned with increasing investment 
in statistical capacity development at the national level. Specifically, this could 
be achieved through 1) involving national statistical communities in setting 
global goals and indicators 2) utilizing existing national statistical resources 
when possible and investing in data collection, analysis and management at the 
country level and 3) increasing efforts in data source reconciliation, metadata 
documentation and microdata dissemination.
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1. Introduction

There is a sizable literature assessing successes and 
failures of  the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) and what they mean for a possible new 
development framework after 2015. This debate often 
overlooks one important aspect: what about progress 
in data availability and capacity for monitoring the 
MDGs? The monitoring requirement of  the MDGs 
has posed great challenges for statistical communities 
at the national, regional, and global levels (Prabhu, 
2005; Kiregyera B. , 2007). At the same time, the 
increasing demand for high-quality, internationally 
comparable data has also created opportunities for 
improving countries’ ability to produce, manage, and 
use statistics (Kiregyera B. , 2007; Wold, 2005; Roberts, 
2005).

More than a decade since the agreement of  the 
MDGs, data availability for the majority of  the 
indicators has improved among 174 developing 
countries (see Figure 1). Although there is not yet 
consensus on how national statistical capacities 
should be measured, evidence from the World Bank 
Statistical Capacity Indicator suggests an increase in 
national statistical capacities, measured by statistical 
methodology, data sources, and data periodicity.  The 
monitoring exercise has also resulted in strengthened 
partnerships and co-ordination between and within 
national and international statistical systems, along 
with increased attention to and efforts in statistical 
capacity development (United Nations, 2013). 

Kiregyera makes the case for a “statistical renaissance” 
in Africa highlighted by scaled-up statistical advocacy, 
flourishing initiatives, frameworks and strategies for 
statistical development and streamlined statistical 
governance (2013).

Despite notable progresses, a sizable MDG data gap 
remains: almost a third of  the MDG indicators listed 
have data available for less than half  of  the countries. 
Even for the available data, quality continues to be 
questioned (Boerma & Stansfield, 2007; Murray, 2007; 
United Nations Statistics Division, 2012; United 
Nations, 2012). The challenge of  data availability 
and quality is far from unique to the monitoring of  
MDGs. A lack of  reliable development data and 
economic statistics has become a pressing issue as the 
demand for evidence-based policy making, tracking 
progress and development, and increasing government 
accountability continues to rise (Chan, Kazatchkine, 
Lob-Leyt, Obaid, & Schweizer, 2010; Scott, 2005). 
Devarajan even coined the term “statistical tragedy” 
to describe what he perceives as a worrying lack of  
reliable data in Africa that has rendered monitoring of  
development progress impossible (2013).

The Post-2015 development framework provides a 
unique opportunity to rectify the current mismatch 
and strengthen national statistical systems to provide 
more, better, and timelier data for evidence-based 
policy making. In this paper, we contribute to the 
current debate by examining how global development 
monitoring such as the MDGs have driven changes 
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Figure	1:	Availability	of	MDG	data	for	selected	indicators	(%	of	174	developing	countries)	and	main	nature	of	data	indicated	by	the	UN	

	
Source:	MDG	database	(http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/data.aspx)	accessed	March	2013	
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Figure 1: Availability of  MDG data for selected indicators (% of  174 developing countries) and main nature of  data indicated by the UN

Source: MDG database (http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/data.aspx) accessed March 2013
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in data production at the national level, focusing on 
survey data using three country cases. We further 
examine how data produced at the national level are 
utilized and reconciliated for global monitoring, and 
its implications for national statistical capacity. The 
paper proceeds as follows: section two compares 
the number of  surveys conducted and documented 
before and after 2000 and the influence of  donors 
in driving the change. Section three illustrates how 
data produced at the national level do not necessarily 
satisfy the demand of  the global monitoring exercise. 
The various data demand from national, regional, and 
global levels thus pose challenges to the co-ordination 
and planning capacity of  national statistical systems. In 
section four, we discuss the progress and challenges of  
strategic planning for statistics in developing countries, 
using the design and implementation of  National 
Strategies for the Development of  Statistics (NSDS) 
as an example. We conclude in section 5 by proposing 
recommendations for developing a post–2015 
framework that effectively “counts.”

2. Changes in Data Production at the Country-
Level

More than a decade since the agreement of  the 
MDGs, how has data production at the country level 
been changing? Among all data sources, household 

surveys provide the main source of  data for the 
monitoring of  the MDGs and other development 
indicators (Boerma & Stansfield, 2007; Prabhu, 2005; 
Carr-Hill, 2013). To examine the number and type of  
surveys being conducted at the country level, before 
and after 2000, we draw on data from the IHSN 
National Data Archive (NADA)1 published on the 
websites of  the National Statistical Offices. We select 
three countries (India, Ethiopia, and Ghana) whose 
NADAs provide a relatively exhaustive list of  surveys 
conducted by the National Statistical Office over 
time. By using this data source, we exclude surveys 
conducted by other ministries at the national level, 
and acknowledge that all surveys conducted may 
not have been documented in the NADA. Thus the 
investigation is exploratory in nature and the results 
need to be interpreted with caution. Nonetheless, the 
analysis sheds some light on the number and diversity 
of  survey activities on the country level before and 
after 2000.  

Figure 2 illustrates the average number of  surveys 
and censuses conducted and documented each year 
between 1995 and 1999, and after 2000. All three 
countries have seen an increasing number of  surveys 

1 - NADA is a web-based cataloging tool for national data 
archives, developed and maintained by the International 
Household Survey Network (IHSN).

Figure 2: Average number of  surveys conducted per year, by sponsorship

Source: IHSN/ADP Survey Catalogue, (http://adp.ihsn.org/survey-catalogs), accessed March 2013
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and censuses conducted after 2000. In particular, the 
average number of  surveys each year almost doubled 
in Ethiopia and Ghana. Because all surveys might not 
have been documented in the catalogues, particularly 
surveys conducted in earlier years, the actual extent 
of  increase may be overestimated. Nevertheless, the 
trend we observed here illustrates the increase in the 
number of  surveys that were not only conducted, but 
also documented and even disseminated in the three 
selected countries. 

An important driving force of  this increase is financial 
and technical assistance from donor agencies. In our 
example (figure 2), while the survey activities in India 
have been fully funded by domestic resources, Ghana 
was entirely dependent on donor assistance for its 
survey activities before 2000, and donor funded-
surveys have been the main driving force behind the 
increasing number of  surveys after 2000. In Ethiopia, 
on top of  the huge increase in domestically sponsored 
surveys, donors have contributed to the increasing 
survey activities after 2000. Donors have also 
influenced the sectors in which surveys are conducted. 
For example, in Ethiopia, while the largest increase 
has been driven by domestically sponsored agricultural 
surveys, increases have also been seen in the areas of  
income/labour surveys and health/education/social 
surveys. Interestingly, while before 2000 these surveys 

were funded entirely by the country, between 2000 
and 2012, all health/education/social surveys and 
over 20% of  the income/labour surveys have been 
fully or partially funded by donors. During the same 
period, there has also been a population census funded 
by donors. In Ghana, among various sectors, health/
education/social surveys, all with donor assistance, 
have seen the most increase. Between 2000 and 2012, 
donors have also funded five industry/business 
surveys, which did not exist before 2000. While our 
assessment of  national survey catalogues is limited 
to comparing the number of  surveys, the increase in 
data production and availability is also reflected in the 
expanding scope of  the same surveys. For example, a 
recent review of  the Demographic and Health Survey 
(DHS) programme revealed that while the annual 
number of  standard DHS remained constant, the 
amount and scope of  the data collected in a standard 
DHS has increased through revisions and additions to 
questionnaires over time (Fabic, Choi, & Bird, 2012).

International survey programs, such as the Multiple 
Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS), the Demographic 
and Health Survey (DHS) Programme, the 
International Comparison Programme, and the Living 
Standard Measurement Surveys, provide the main 
source of  MDG monitoring data (UNICEF; Chan, 
Kazatchkine, Lob-Leyt, Obaid, & Schweizer, 2010; 

Figure 3: Average number of  surveys conducted per year, by sector

Source: IHSN/ADP Survey Catalogue, (http://adp.ihsn.org/survey-catalogs), accessed March 2013
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Boerma & Stansfield, 2007; Prabhu, 2005). Often 
funded by donors and implemented by country 
counterparts with technical assistance, these surveys 
have filled important gaps in data production at the 
country level. Financial and technical assistance from 
donors also helps to build the capacity of  national 
counterparts through the process of  questionnaire 
adaptation, sampling, implementation, analysis, 
and dissemination (UNICEF; Fabic, Choi, & Bird, 
2012). Although we are not able to systematically 
assess to what extent the impact of  donor assistance 
has been sustained in developing countries’ survey 
activities, there are cases where countries employed 
methodologies similar to those of  donor-sponsored 
surveys in their domestically funded and implemented 
surveys (Nepal Central Bureau of  Statistics, 2002). 

In contrast to the increase in household surveys, 
other sources of  MDG monitoring data have seen 
much slower development at the national level. For 
example, there has been virtually no progress made 

in improving birth and death registration globally 
(Chan, Kazatchkine, Lob-Leyt, Obaid, & Schweizer, 
2010). According to the World Bank (see Figure 4), 
only a quarter of  South Asian countries and less 
than half  of  countries in LAC have a complete civil 
registration system, and there has been no progress 
since 2005. The percentage is even lower in Sub-
Saharan Africa (6%). While surveys have been serving 
as the main source of  data for MDG monitoring, 
and in some cases, they also provide alternative data 
sources to complement the estimates provided by 
or missing from the registration systems for vital 
statistics (Prabhu, 2005; UNICEF), survey data are 
less ideal for some indicators than others (Boerma 
& Stansfield, 2007). The inadequate investment and 
assistance for other data sources, along with general 
under-investment in data analysis at the country level, 
have limited the filling of  MDG data gaps (Boerma 
& Stansfield, 2007; Chan, Kazatchkine, Lob-Leyt, 
Obaid, & Schweizer, 2010; Prabhu, 2005; Attaran, 
2005). For example, Boerma and Stansfield noted that 
compared to household surveys, the leading source for 

Figure 4: Percentage of  countries with a complete civil registration system, by region

Source: World Bank Bulletin Board on Statistical Capacity Building (World Bank), accessed March 2013
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child mortality statistics in 57 low-income countries, 
little progress has been made in the area of  death 
registration systems, which would not only provide 
more frequent and detailed mortality statistics, but also 
adult mortality statistics and causes of  death (2007). In 
addition, Carr-Hill points out that household surveys 
tend to under-represent the poorest and estimates 
that about 250 million people are missing worldwide 
from the sampling frames of  existing surveys and 
census used to monitor progress toward development 
monitoring goals (2013).

3. Using National Data for Global Monitoring

The increasing amount of  data available at the country 
level does not necessarily make their way to the global 
monitoring exercise. To illustrate, we draw on data 
collected by a project of  Norway Statistics which 
disseminates national MDG statistics and compares 
them to those published in the MDG database. In 
figure 5, we compare two education indicators by data 
source. Most education indicators are based on data 
reported by countries in UNESCO’s annual survey. In 
our example, although the UN MDG database only 
published two data points for Nepal’s net enrolment 
ratio in primary education, many more estimates 
are available from the Central Bureau of  Statistics 

(based on survey estimates) as well as administrative 
sources (Pedersen & Roll-Hansen, 2011). In its recent 
report on MDG monitoring, the UN acknowledged 
that “not all data produced at the national level 
reach the international statistical system” (United 
Nations, 2012). A number of  factors have contributed 
to the underutilization of  national statistics by 
international statistical systems. Most often, national 
statistics are not used because they do not comply 
with international standards on methodologies 
and definitions (Sanga, 2011). Lack of  uniform 
definitions across countries poses a great challenge for 
aggregating data and comparing progress at the global 
level (Kiregyera B. , 2007). Other factors include poor 
coordination among international agencies (Prabhu, 
2005; Boerma & Stansfield, 2007) and between 
country and international agencies (Sanga, 2011; 
Kiregyera B. , 2007; Wold, 2005; Devarajan, 2013; 
Prabhu, 2005), as well as deficiencies in the reporting 
mechanisms from country to agencies (United 
Nations, 2012; Wold, 2005; Prabhu, 2005; Kiregyera 
B., 2007; Sanga, 2011). 

Even more problematic is when there are 
discrepencies among estimates from different sources. 
While different data sources generate different 
estimates subject to different biases, documentation on 

Figure 5: Selected MDG indicator estimates by sources

Source: MDG data from MDG database (http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/data.aspx) accessed September; national data sources 
(administrative and NSO) from Statistics Norway (http://www.ssb.no/a/english/int/dev_goals.html), accessed March 201322	
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the data sources and methodologies for reconciliation 
and estimation are often unclear in global MDG 
reporting, leading to questions on the reliability of  
the data (Murray, 2007; Boerma & Stansfield, 2007; 
Devarajan, 2013; Prabhu, 2005). In fact, some have 
called into question methods used by international 
agencies for estimating MDG statistics, such as data 
modification, imputation and interpolations (Murray, 
2007; Boerma & Stansfield, 2007; Devarajan, 2013; 
Prabhu, 2005). In our example, as shown in figure 
5, although Mozambique’s net enrolment ratio in 
primary education published in the MDG database 
are based on country data, the numbers are higher 
than the same indicator estimated from national 
survey data and that reported from administrative 
sources. The descrepencies are even more pronounced 
for the indicator of  survival rate, as shown by the 
gaps between national administrative data collected 
by Norway Statistics and those calculated by UN 
agencies from grade-specific enrollments and number 
of  repeaters. Over time, the extent of  discord of  
values for particular indicators has been ameliorated 
thanks to inter-agency initiatives in data reconciliation 
(AbouZahr, Adjei, & Kanchanachitra, 2007). Various 

UN agencies also adopt different quality control 
approaches for data (Wold, 2005): Some use a 
model approach to ensure that any new piece of  
demographic information is consistent with existing 
data. Some work actively to give countries feedback 
and ask for a second look. Others have accepted 
the national statistical offices information. Still 
others collect their own national data. Despite these 
efforts, reconciliation between data sources remains a 
challenge (Kiregyera B. , 2007; Boerma & Stansfield, 
2007; Murray, 2007). The discrepancies between 
global and national monitoring data carry larger 
consequences, especially for aid-dependent countries. 
On the one hand, inconsistencies between national 
and international estimates tend to undermine national 
statistics (Kiregyera B. , 2007). On the other hand, the 
statistics and analytical work of  development agencies 
are used to prioritise external aid (AbouZahr, Adjei, & 
Kanchanachitra, 2007). Eventually, for aid-dependent 
countries, their decision-making and resource 
allocation are often not a result of  use of  national 
data, but rather, the distribution of  aid based on global 
data (AbouZahr, Adjei, & Kanchanachitra, 2007).

Figure 6: Data availability for maternal mortality ratio

Source: (United Nations Statatistics Division, 2012)  
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Importantly, the existing process for defining 
indicators and methodologies involves little prior 
consultation with the National Statistical Systems, 
the main provider of  data (Prabhu, 2005). While for 
some indicators there has been proactive involvement 
of  countries,2 for most indicators, national statistical 
offices are often excluded from the discussion 
of  methods (Wold, 2005; AbouZahr, Adjei, & 
Kanchanachitra, 2007). The donor-driven process in 
defining indicators and collecting data not only leads 
to poor data availability and quality, but also little 
relevance of  the global indicator at the country level. A 
most illustrative example is the indicator on maternal 
morality ratio. The indicator was developed by 
international agencies with little country involvement 
(AbouZahr, Adjei, & Kanchanachitra, 2007). Up 
until 2012 (Figure 6), while 79% of  the developing 
countries have at least two data points available in the 
MDG database (including 100% of  the Southern, 
South-Eastern, and Western Asian countries), once 
we exclude modelled data by international agencies, 
the availability drops significantly to only 11% of  all 
developing countries. In fact, all of  the data available 
for Northern Africa, Southern, Asia and Oceania 
have been modelled by international agencies (United 
Nations Statistics Division, 2012). Countries with the 

2 - For example, countries have been involved in the 
measurement of  HIV prevalence rates resulting in countries’ 
continuing use of  data collection tools, acceptance of  results, 
and strengthened basic data collection (AbouZahr, Adjei, & 
Kanchanachitra, 2007).

least satisfactory data on deaths and births, and whose 
maternal mortality rates have to rely on estimation, are 
exactly the ones where the maternal mortality problem 
is the severest (Attaran, 2005). The methods used for 
estimation are also crude, often based on predictive 
models and educated guesses without any empirical 
measurement (Murray, 2007). The process results in 
vague estimates that do not provide any meaningful 
measurement of  the progress on this target (Murray, 
2007; Attaran, 2005). Countries object strenuously 
to the estimates, and policy makers disavow their use 
(AbouZahr, Adjei, & Kanchanachitra, 2007).

4. Mainstreaming National Statistical Planning 

Having to respond to data demand from national, 
regional, and global levels, national data producers are 
faced with challenges of  co-ordinating and strategically 
planning statistical production. For countries such as 
the Philippines, where a well-functioning statistical 
system was already in place, data producers, users 
and research/training institutions, and the national 
statistical system were able to institutionalise MDGs 
as a framework for statistical co-ordination and 
generation across stakeholders and localise MDGs 
for compiling data on different levels (Reyes & 
Abejo, 2006). The situation is quite different for 
capacity- and resource-constrained statistical systems: 
the parallel data requirements and data collection 
mechanisms posed by global monitoring could 
jeopardise national data collection by stretching 

Countries 
currently 

implementing 
a strategy

Countries 
currently 
designing 
a strategy 

or awaiting 
adoption

Countries with 
strategy expired or 

without strategy 
and currently 

planning an NSDS

Countries without 
a strategy or with 

strategy expired and 
not planning one

Total

No. % No. % No. % No. % 
Africa 22 55.0% 13 32.5% 4 10.0% 1 2.5% 40

Asia & Pacific 17 58.6% 7 24.1% 5 17.3% 0 0.0% 29
Latin America 

& Caribbean 1 11.1% 4 44.4% 4 44.4% 0 0.0% 9

Europe 2 66.7% 0 0.0% 1 33.3% 0 0.0% 3
Total 42 51.9% 24 29.6% 14 17.3% 1 1.2% 81

Table 1 Status of  NSDS in IDA countries, as of  March 2013

Source: PARIS21, 2013
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limited resources (Wold, 2005). According to Jerven, 
the MDGs have further constrained the limited 
economic and human resources in African statistical 
offices. Resources are diverted to undertake MDG 
data collection, compromising the capacities for and 
quality of  other data collection activities, analysis, and 
dissemination (Jerven, 2012). More than a decade since 
the agreement of  the MDGs, many national statistical 
offices still do not have the capacity to collect, 
analyse, and disseminate data for MDG monitoring 
(Jerven, 2012; Sanga, 2011; Kiregyera B. , 2007; Chan, 
Kazatchkine, Lob-Leyt, Obaid, & Schweizer, 2010; 
Ware, 2011). 

The need for mainstreaming strategic planning of  
national statistical systems has been recognised by 
the Marrakech Action Plan for Statistics (MAPS) 
endorsed in 2004. Among the six recommendations, 
the plan proposed the implementation of  National 
Strategies for the Development of  Statistics (NSDS) 
in all low-income countries. The strategies are 
expected to co-ordinate stakeholders (including 
donors) within the national statistical systems, 
eventually leading to a more reliable system that 
not only produces the data necessary for national 
development policies and programmes, but also meets 
statistical demands on the regional and international 
levels, such as the MDGs (PARIS21, 2011).  The 
NSDS is both a product and a process (PARIS21, 
2010). The product is a document that diagnoses 
problems in the existing national statistical system, 
sets objectives and strategies for future reforms, and 
defines action plans and work programmes over a 
5- to 10-year period (Chenais, 2008). The process of  
NSDS is designed to be participatory, consultative, 
and owned by the country (PARIS21, 2011). As of  
March 2013, 98% of  International Development 
Association (IDA) borrower countries have been or 
are currently involved in the NSDS process (see Table 
1). Out of  the 30 IDA–eligible and lower middle 
income countries whose existing NSDS will expire 
in 2013, 24 are already designing and implementing a 
second round of  NSDS. A recent review conducted 
by the African Development Bank revealed that the 
NSDS process has successfully raised the profile of  
statistical development in many countries, which helps 
with resource mobilization especially from external 
partners. In some countries, the NSDS process has 
resulted directly in institutional and legislative reforms. 
Particularly, the establishment of  coordination bodies, 

such as Statistical Councils, has fostered dialogues 
among stakeholders within the NSS and with partners 
(African Development Bank, 2012).

However, the implementation of  the NSDS varies 
greatly by country and is often impeded by resource 
and institutional barriers (Independent Evaluation 
Group, 2011; African Development Bank, 2012). 
The strategies and work programmes specified in the 
NSDS are not matched with the available financial 
and human resources (African Development Bank, 
2012). For example, the implementation report from 
Cameroon noted that despite the increase in number 
of  technical and non-technical personnel from 2009 
to 2010, the quantity and quality of  human resources 
remain insufficient to meet the demand from different 
administrations within the national statistical system 
(Ministry of  Economy, Planning and Regional 
Development; National Statistics Council, 2010). 
According to a recent report, over the period of  2010 
to 2013, the total government budgetary support for 
Ghana Statistical Service amounted to about 80 million 
USD, but over 90% of  the budget was allocated to the 
2010 Population and Housing Census leaving very few 
resources for recurrent expenditures (Ghana Statistical 
Service; PARIS21, 2013). A peer review of  the 
National Statistical System of  Mozambique suggests 
that government funding to statistics only meets about 
40% of  what is required by the National Statistical 
Institute, and the rest is born by donor funding 
(PARIS21, 2009). Similarly, in Ethiopia, government 
budgetary expenditure remained almost constant from 
2009 to 2011, while contribution from development 
partners increased significantly from year to year 
amounting to almost 65% of  the total spending of  
the Central Statistical Agency (CSA) in 2011 (Central 
Statistical Agency; PARIS21, 2012). 

Although statistical capacity development has 
attracted more donor attention over the years, the 
support remains inadequate (Independent Evaluation 
Group, 2011). According to the latest Partner Report 
on Support to Statistics (PRESS), a total of  116 
countries received support to statistics between 
2010 and 2012. Support to statistics has been highly 
concentrated, where a mere 15 countries combined 
to equal 39.9% of  total estimated commitments 
and 54.4% of  total country-specific commitments 
(PARIS21, 2012). Despite the key role donors play in 
supporting countries’ statistical activities, the share of  
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aid to statistics relative to total Official Development 
Assistance remained low at 0.28% between 2008 
and 2010. Moreover, lack of  donor commitment to 
national statistical strategies constitutes an important 
barrier to its implementation. The 2012 PRESS 
report reveals that only 40% of  the statistics-related 
aid projects surveyed are aligned with the country’s 
NSDS (PARIS21, 2012). The main reason lies in the 
perceived lack of  incentive for donors to invest in 
long-term statistical capacity. Instead, they tend to 
prioritise immediate needs for data by investing in ad 
hoc surveys (Devarajan, 2013; Kiregyera B. , 2007; 
Boerma & Stansfield, 2007; Jerven, 2012; AbouZahr & 
Boerma, 2005). 

5. Conclusions and Implications  

In this paper, we have shown evidence of  increasing 
amount and diversity of  data production, especially 
survey activities, at the country level, as a direct and 
indirect result of  the MDG monitoring. Statistics 
produced at the national level, however, do not 
necessarily satisfy the global monitoring demand, and 
even when national data are used, there is often a 
lack of  reconciliation between data sources and clear 
documentations of  methodologies used for estimation 
and adjustment. The challenge of  utilising national 
statistics for global monitoring exercises such as the 
MDGs reflects the fundamental question of, as Prabhu 
puts it, how to reconcile the demand for uniform, 
standardised data for global monitoring exercises 
such as the MDGs, versus the need for data that are 
relevant and accessible (2005). 

Consequently, the MDG monitoring requirement 
challenges national data producers’ capacities to 
co-ordinate and respond to data demand from 
different levels and points to the importance of  
strategic planning for statistics at the country level. 
An increasing number of  developing countries have 
adopted the NSDS process, but the implementation 
has been hampered by resource and institutional 
constraints. Donors also need incentives to comply 
with countries’ statistical priorities and invest in long-
term statistical capacity building. 

The discussion on a meaningful post-2015 framework 
presents a unique opportunity for developing national 
statistical capacity. In order to produce more reliable, 
relevant and timely data, ad hoc, parallel data collection 
mechanisms should be replaced by investment in 

sustainable capacity development activities in line with 
the strategic planning of  national statistical systems. In 
this view, we propose the following recommendations:  

1. Involve national statistical communities in 
setting global goals and monitoring strategies. 
This would help identify technically sound 
and methodologically feasible measurement 
and indicators and align MDG monitoring 
demand with countries’ internal data demand 
and statistical strategies.  If  global goals 
are to be translated into national targets, as 
suggested recently by the High-Level Panel, 
national statistical communities need to play 
an important role in developing such national 
targets.  

2. Utilise existing statistical resources for global 
monitoring when possible. Where statistical 
challenges and data gaps exist, actionable 
plans and financial and technical investment 
should follow for national statistical capacity 
development, and strategic planning should be 
emphasised.  

3. Invest in data source reconciliation, 
dissemination of  microdata, and survey 
documentation, which would help reconcile the 
comparability vs. relevance dilemma and foster 
better utilisation of  national data sources.

Now is a great opportunity to supplement the work 
on the post-2015 framework with a parallel effort for 
developing statistical capacity for monitoring. This 
requires a concerted effort from the national statistical 
systems, as well as reliable and substantial support 
from the donor community, especially for countries 
where statistical capacity is particularly weak.
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