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Abstract
If the data revolution for sustainable development is to deliver on its promise, a number of
challenges will need to be overcome. These include the need to build support among a wide
number of stakeholders, including national governments, international agencies and the
private sector. The inherently political nature of statistics will also need to be recognised,
which, in turn alerts us to the challenge of building the necessary institutions to support
improved statistical capacity. This paper proposes responses to all these challenges across
three main domains: in regional and global institutions; at the national level; and in the
development of human capital.

1. Introduction
The data revolution for sustainable development (or, simply, “data revolution”) is a
fundamental ingredient for developing a fully-fledged “information society” in the 21st
century. Putting this revolution in place will require a co-ordinated effort across a wide
range of institutions.
The report of the Independent Expert Advisory Group (IEAG, 2014) has already described the
overall context in which the data revolution could be mobilised. It offers recommendations
in four key areas: leadership and governance; principles and standards; technology,
innovation and analysis; capacity and resources.
This paper, written as part of PARIS21’s Informing a Data Revolution (IDR) project, builds on
the analysis of the IEAG report. It begins by sketching out the scenario for the data
revolution that would emerge from the successful implementation of the IEAG report’s
recommendations. It then takes special note of some of the practical challenges in delivering
the data revolution. In particular, the efforts needed to mobilise the wide range of actors –
for example, governments, international organisations and the private sector. It also
acknowledges the political economy aspects of the data revolution, recognising that the
production of use of statistics is an inherently political issue. Finally, it proposes initiatives
aimed at strengthening the capacity of developing countries in three broad realms – regional
and global, national and human capital development – to ensure they benefit from the data
revolution and are able to monitor both their long-term development and their progress in
meeting the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
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2. The scenario under which the proposals are developed
In describing the various proposals, this paper assumes that the actions recommended by
the IEAG will be implemented, at least to some extent, leading to the following scenario:
-

A global consensus on data is progressively built. This would deliver global principles
and standards regarding legal, technical, private, geospatial and statistical
information, thus facilitating openness and information exchange and promoting
and protecting human rights;

-

A Network of Data Innovation Networks is created. This would contribute to the
adoption of best practices for improving the monitoring of Sustainable Development
Goals (SDG); identify areas where common data-related infrastructures could
address capacity problems and improve efficiency; encourage collaborations;
identify critical research gaps; and create incentives to innovate;

-

A new funding stream to support the data revolution is established. This would also
take into account the assessment of the scale of investments, capacity development
and technology transfer that is required, especially for low income countries.
Proposals would also have been developed to leverage the creativity and resources
of the private sector to support capacity building in developing countries;

-

A worldwide education programme to improve data literacy is developed and
progressively implemented;

-

A UN-led global partnership for sustainable development data is established. This
would mobilise and coordinate the actions and institutions required to make the
data revolution serve sustainable development, as well as brokering key global
public-private partnerships for data sharing. In this context, it is assumed that a
World Forum on Sustainable Development Data will be organised on a biennial basis
to bring together the whole data ecosystem to share ideas and experiences for data
improvements, innovation, advocacy and technology transfer;

-

A “global users forum for data for SDGs” is established. This would ensure feedback
loops between data producers and users, help the international community to set
priorities and assess results;

-

An “SDGs data lab” is set up to support the development of a first wave of SDGs
indicators;

-

A platform to disseminate, analyse and visualise SDGs indicators is developed using
the most advanced tools and features; and

-

A dashboard from diverse data sources on ”the state of the world” is made available
to users.

Of course, implementing all these recommendations would take considerable time and
effort, and not all them will be taken forward. But from a purely methodological point of
view, this paper starts from the assumption that the above scenario is indeed met. This will
avoid duplications of effort and focus on what needs to be done to sustain and complement
these recommendations at regional and national levels.
Table 1 contains a matrix assembling six key messages that emerged from the Informing a
Data Revolution (IDR) project cross-country study and the IEAG recommendations. A strong
connection between the two activities clearly emerges, However, by their nature, the IEAG
recommendations do not provide all the necessary answers to the needs of developing
countries. This is why tailored actions are needed to significantly improve national statistical
systems in the less developed areas of the world.
3

Table 1. Extent to which findings from IDR study match IEAG recommendation

Lessons learned from IDR cross-country study
IEAG
recommendations

Global consensus
on data .

Coordinati
ng national
statistical
systems
for better
statistical
quality

Investing
in people
and skills
develop
ment

X

Improving
data
disseminati
on and use

Harnessing
the power
of ICT

Strengthenin
g statistical
process
design and
management

X

X

X

Aid in
statistics is
aligned with
national
priorities, but
not delivered
with a
system-wide
approach

Network of Data
Innovation
Networks

X

X

X

X

Funding stream for
data revolution for
SD

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

Worldwide
“numeracy”
education program
Global partnership
for SD data

X

X

X

SDGs data lab
Platform
to
disseminate,
analyse, visualise
SDGs indicators

X

Dashboard on ”the
state of the world”

X

X
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3. The actors to be engaged and mobilised
In the IEAG report, a vision for how the world could look like in the future is fleshed out,
together with the actors that play a key role in achieving this vision:
-

National and local governments;
International and regional organisations;
Private and public donors, including the philanthropic sector;
Statistical offices and other public and private data producers;
Civil society;
Scientists and researchers;
Private sector;
The public at large.

Not all of these actors will be asked to play the same role in the transformational process,
and their degree of involvement in the data revolution will vary. In any event, it is quite clear
that engaging all these actors will require a non-trivial effort from both a cultural and an
organisational point of view. In Table 2, a summary picture of the roles each agent has to
play in overcoming the bottlenecks identified by the IDR cross-country study is presented.
Table 2. Roles for individual agents identified by IDR study

Lessons learned from IDR cross-country study
Agents identified
by the IEAG

National and local
governments .

Coordinating
national
statistical
systems for
better
statistical
quality

Investing
in people
and skills
developm
ent

X

X

Improving
data
dissemina
tion and
use

X

Private and public
donors .

X

X

X

X

Civil society

X

X

Scientists and
researchers

X

X

X

X

Private sector
.
People

Strengthe
ning
statistical
process
design
and
managem
ent

Aid in
statistics is
aligned with
national
priorities, but
not delivered
with a systemwide
approach
X

International and
regional
organisations

Statistical offices
and other data
producers

Harn
essin
g the
powe
r of
ICT

X

X

X
X

X

X

X

X
X
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4. The data revolution – a political challenge
As underlined by the IEAG report, mobilising and managing the data revolution is a much
more complex challenge than simply producing traditional statistics. As one of the main
weaknesses of developing countries, and in particular fragile states, is the absence of strong
and durable institutions, it is clear that the data revolution poses both substantial technical
and institutional challenges for these countries.
It is also clear that there is no “one solution that fits all”. Each region and country needs to
find its own best way to deal with these challenges. From this perspective, the SDGs process
itself can be an important driver of progress, as was the case in several countries with the
MDGs. It thus constitutes an historical opportunity to structure and steer the data revolution
process with a medium-term perspective, to catalyse the efforts of all parties involved and
to mobilise the resources needed. It is worth noting that the data revolution is not a one-off
initiative, but should rather be a permanent process, deeply embedded in all agents’
thinking and behaviours.
A recent analysis of developments of statistical systems in Sub-Saharan countries from a
political economy perspective highlights the reality that “official statistics are inherently
political rather than only technical products. As such, a better understanding of the factors
that drive and constrain the production and usage of official statistics at the national level –
particularly the objectives of key actors in developing countries – are important for
informing the policy initiatives, projects and programmes to tackle the statistical tragedy
resulting from discussion on the data revolution” (Krätke and Byiers, 2014).
The analysis suggests the following elements:
-

The data revolution will succeed in improving official statistics only if it takes
account of political realities. New initiatives that build on existing (informal)
practices are thus more likely to succeed;

-

The use of “big data” by non-government actors may be effective insofar as it allows
them to bypass existing political bottlenecks to statistical reform. But the case for
how new technologies might do this for official statistics has yet to be
demonstrated;

-

The data revolution should not become a “big bang” reform agenda. Successful
public reform is frequently an iterative exercise that takes place over long periods of
time;

-

Simply improving the availability of statistics is unlikely to be the watershed for
improved statistical capacity in African countries. Data must be analysed,
disaggregated and translated into forms useable by policymakers;

-

Official statistics should be comparable, but not standardised. Actors have their,
often legitimate, context-specific usages for official statistics. Forcing a
standardisation agenda is therefore unlikely to be effective or desirable and may
encourage undesirable institutional responses;

-

Windows of opportunity can be sought for statistical reform in African countries.
Leave space to adapt initiatives under a Global Partnership to fit the particular
history, culture and task of national statistics offices and systems. Reformers must
adapt to local histories, resource endowments, institutional contexts and actors and
“go with the grain”;

-

African public administrations’ needs need to be put first and “practical hybrids”
should be created. The data revolution should invest time in understanding country
6

contexts through systematic political economy analysis. This means moving away
from standard models of national statistical systems and focusing on those hybrid
systems
and
organisations
that
work
to
suit
the
context.
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5. Recommended actions
Even though the actions suggested by the IEAG will be launched at a global level, the active
contribution of national and regional authorities will be vital for their success. Bringing local
perspectives to the global level is crucial to ensure that future international arrangements
not only take them into account, but also fully address existing problems. Therefore, the first
question is about how to ensure that this process provides equal opportunities to all regions,
while at the same time avoiding duplications and fostering collaboration.
A special role has to be played by regional organisations. This is not a trivial exercise: Not all
international organisations have regional branches, some of the existing structures are
weak, and in several cases their co-ordination and co-operation are weak while competition
is high. Moreover, given the wide range of domains in which standards and principles are
supposed to be developed, new actors have to be brought to the table, increasing the level
of complexity.
The same applies at national level, where the degree of weakness and competition can be
even greater.
Of course, both at regional and national levels there are many good practices that can be
built on. Especially in developing countries, the coherence between planning instruments
and processes has improved over the years, thanks to the use of NSDS.

4.1. Regional and global dimensions

Within the “global partnership for sustainable development data” proposed by the IEAG, a
Network of Focal Points should be established. This is similar to what has been established
by the IMF for the General Data Dissemination Standards (GDDS) and the Special Data
Dissemination Standards (SDDS). This network should actively contribute to the
development of the various initiatives related to the data revolution.
The UN regional commissions should play a special role in mobilising the data revolution.
This would provide a strong platform for raising and channelling resources, avoid
duplications of effort through an effective coordination of various initiatives, foster
technological and methodological transfer to countries and promote data sharing with
private data providers. A Regional Focal Point for the data revolution should be nominated,
and provided with appropriate resources to ensure it can support the Global Network at
regional (or sub-regional) level.
Existing UN regional commissions already have the capacities to perform this new role. For
this reason the UN needs to invest the resources necessary to sustain this effort, also
ensuring a full coordination of the Global Network, using at best existing mechanisms
without increasing bureaucratic burden and/or coordination nodes.
This paper recommends that:
-

The UN should establish a Global Network for the Data Revolution for Sustainable
Development, and engage national authorities and other organisations, as
appropriate, in its design.
The UN and the IMF should evaluate the extent to which GDDS and the SDGs
processes could be better co-ordinated, to avoid duplications of effort and to better
support national authorities in charge of them.
The UN regional commissions should carefully evaluate the resources needed to
contribute to the data revolution and eventually fill existing gaps.

4.2. National dimension

National ownership of data revolution-related processes is vital for their success. In the
context of the SDGs process and assuming that each country will be asked to develop a
multi-year plan, there is the opportunity to design a mirror instrument for data.
The scope of the indicators needed for monitoring SDGs is much wider than for the MDGs.
In many cases the data for monitoring some SDGs do not yet exist, while in other cases data
exist but are not produced by official statistics. This is one of the consequences of the data
revolution – as the use of big data develops, the number of data producers who are not part
of national statistical systems will significantly increase. Finally, we should not forget that
the demand for data to respond to national and local needs goes well beyond the SDGs
framework.
The NSDS must be expanded and improved to cover all the new areas that need to be
mobilised for this purpose. Especially important from this point of view would be the
following:
-

Changes to legislation to implement the forthcoming “basic principles for the data
revolution for sustainable development” (data quality and integrity, data
disaggregation, data timeliness, data transparency and openness, data usability and
curation, data protection and privacy, data governance and independence, data
resources and capacity, data rights);

-

Evolution of national statistical systems, increasing statistical agencies’ capacity to
benefit from the data revolution and to manage and curate data and information
created outside of their organisations. The political economy dimensions of this
evolution should be carefully considered, to develop solutions that are coherent
with the political and the cultural conditions of the country;

-

Promoting collaboration with scientists and researchers, to harness the
opportunities coming from big data and other innovations, and to develop analytical
tools to foster the transformation of data into information, planning and evaluation;

-

Strengthening of the relationships between statistical and geographical information
providers, in order to maximise the usefulness of data produced and to allow for the
development of modern data-driven services and products.

Moreover, each country should nominate the most appropriate institution (hopefully, the
national statistical office) to be the National Focal Point for the data revolution, as was done
for the IMF’s SDDS and GDDS processes. This institution should:
-

-

Assess as soon as possible the implications of the data revolution for each country,
identifying opportunities and challenges, assessing strengths and weaknesses, and
so on, and preparing a new version of the National Strategies for the Development
of Statistics (NSDS);
Identify the institutions who could participate in data revolution-related processes
to build a national network;
Contribute to the design of the global data revolution initiative.

This paper recommends that:
-

PARIS21, in collaboration with the relevant organisations, should review the
guidelines for NSDS to incorporate the new perspectives coming from the data
revolution, as well as from other lessons learned over the last decade;
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-

Each country should identify the institution in charge of analysing the implications
coming from the data revolution and making proposals on how to develop a new
version of NSDS, incorporating data revolution-related issues.

4.3. Human capital dimension

The human dimension of the data revolution is as important as the technical one and a
strong investment in human capital will be needed. The investment should be oriented not
only to the community of statisticians, but also to data users, including the media. As one of
the objectives of the data revolution is to build communities of data users at international,
national and local levels, resources should be given to projects that would favour this
development. This would include ad-hoc courses for non-experts and statistical education
courses in schools and universities. Opportunities coming from web-based activities, such as
mass-participation online courses and webinars, should be explored and best practices
promoted accordingly.
Special attention should be devoted to the design and the implementation of an education
programme allowing countries to benefit from the data revolution at all levels. The
programme should cover the following aspects:
-

-

-

-

In the statistical world a discussion is under way about the possible differences
between a “statistician” and a “data scientist” – a wording that several innovative
companies are using in their job vacancies. The integration between ICT and
statistical activities will be more and more relevant in the years to come. Therefore,
it will be important to engage academic institutions in the data revolution, to
develop curricula able to train enough statisticians, data scientists and data
managers.
Special attention should be given to education to data journalism. Moreover,
education initiatives to foster the establishment of “infomediaries,” especially able
to communicate data, mashed-up with other types of information, to non-experts.
In this perspective, the establishment of data challenges and prizes, as well as the
communication of success stories, etc. could help in mobilising communities
oriented to promoting evidence-based decision making.
Courses to strengthen statistical offices’ capacities to design and implement data
revolution-related projects would also be useful. High-level education programmes
for chief statisticians and managers should be organised with the help of institutions
already active in this field. These should aim to strengthen leadership skills for
designing and implementing innovation-oriented projects aimed at transforming
statistical offices from information providers to knowledge builders.
Finally, nationwide education programmes should be undertaken to improve
statistical literacy and basic numeracy of media, civil servants and the general public
with the aim of ensuring as many people as possible can deal with all types of data,
not just statistics. Statistical offices should also continuously measure the public’s
knowledge of key statistical indicators. Such programmes are essential to improving
the accountability of public policies and to bolstering democracy in the information
age, which should be increasingly based on wide knowledge among citizens of
economic, social and environmental issues.

This paper recommends that:
-

Each country should develop a comprehensive education programme with the aim of
ensuring as many people as possible have the capacity to benefit from the data
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-

revolution. Special attention should be given to statisticians, data scientists and data
managers, media and infomediaries, civil servants and managers of statistical
offices.
Each country should develop nationwide education programmes to improve overall
numeracy and statistical offices should regularly measure the level of knowledge
among people about economic, social and environmental key facts.
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If the data revolution for sustainable development is to deliver on its promise, a
number of challenges will need to be overcome. These include the need to build
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