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Open Letter to the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDG) 

Monitoring Goal 16: The critical importance of survey-based indicators 

and people’s opinion 

Introduction ‒ Retaining survey-based indicators for key targets of Goal 16   

As the Inter-Agency and Expert Group (IAEG-SDG) continues its work to refine “suggested indicators” 

for each target in Goal 16, there is a need to “preserve the political balance, integration and ambition” 

of the agenda.1  This open letter summarises the arguments for, and the importance of, restoring 

survey-based options for targets 16.3, 16.6, 16.7 and 16.10. The majority of the current suggested 

indicators for Goal 16 draw upon administrative data, based on administrative records kept by 

government agencies, and treaty data, whether particular frameworks or policies are adopted or 

implemented by countries. Such measures can be useful, alongside survey data of people’s experiences 

or perceptions. However, survey data are currently only suggested for four targets, all of them 

victimization-oriented: child punishment (16.2), bribes (16.5), violence (16.a) and discrimination (16.b).  

The current suggestions before the IAEG for targets 16.3, 16.6, 16.7 and 16.10 – which deal with the 

fundamental issues of justice, rule of law, accountability, participation in decision-making, and access to 

information and freedoms – only include administrative or treaty-data based indicators. These 

suggested indicators are presented in the left-hand column of the table below. They do not include the 

survey-based indicators refined in consultations among the UN agencies comprising the Technical 

Support Team, and in the UN Virtual Network on Goal 16 indicators, a network of over fifty experts on 

measuring issues related to peace, justice and governance. 

The right-hand column in the table, below and overleaf, offers an improved approach: it displays the 

survey-based indicators that should be restored for targets 16.3, 16.6, 16.7 and 16.10 as recommended 

in the abovementioned consultations. These survey-based indicators may usefully be complemented by 

one or other of the currently suggested in items in the left-hand column.  

 

Indicators currently “suggested” to IAEG – 

treaty and administrative data 

Recommended survey-based indicators –  

may be complemented by treaty/admin data 

Target 16.3 Promote the rule of law at the national and international levels, and ensure equal access to justice 
for all 

Percentage of victims of violence in the previous 12 
months who reported their victimization to competent 
authorities or other officially recognized conflict 
resolution mechanisms  

Proportion of those who have experienced a dispute in 
the past 12 months who have accessed a formal, 
informal, alternative or traditional dispute resolution 
mechanism and who feel it was just 

Target 16.6 Develop effective, accountable and transparent institutions at all levels 

Primary government expenditures as a percentage of 
original approved budget 

The proportion of population satisfied with their last 
experience of public services 
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Indicators currently “suggested” to IAEG – 

treaty and administrative data 

Recommended survey-based indicators –  
may be complemented by treaty/admin data 

Target 16.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive, participatory and representative decision-making at all levels 

Proportions of positions (by age, sex, disability and 
population groups) in public Institutions… compared to 
national distributions. 

Proportion of countries that address young people’s 
multi-sectoral needs with their national development 
plans and poverty reduction strategies 

Percentage of population who believe decision-making 
is inclusive and responsive (by age, sex, disability and 
population groups)  

Target 16.10 Ensure public access to information and protect fundamental freedoms, in accordance with 
national legislation and international agreements 

Number of verified cases of killing, kidnapping, enforced 
disappearance, arbitrary detention and torture of 
journalists, associated media personnel, trade unionists 
and human rights advocates in the previous 12 months 

Percentage of population who believe they can 
express political opinion without fear (by age, sex, civic 
involvement and population groups) 

 

The restoration of the survey-based options for 16.3, 16.6, 16.7 and 16.10 is critically important. This 

letter draws briefly on expert and scholarly sources to establish the importance of these survey-data 

indicators, on normative, theoretical, methodological, and practical grounds. 

The normative reason – peoples’ voice: There are diverse reasons to include people’s voice and 

participation in monitoring progress towards Goal 16.  They underpin the intention of the Goal itself: in 

giving expression to needs, choosing representatives, holding institutions accountable, taking part in 

decision-making, and feeding-back on the fairness and effectiveness of justice and anti-corruption 

programmes. All these aspects feature among the Goal 16 targets. For the measurement process to 

likewise be accountable, it is essential that the indicators for these targets include survey-based 

evidence from countries of their peoples’ own assessments, rather than being limited to information 

compiled by national or international officials. As World Bank research has made clear, when it comes 

to fostering peaceful societies – the aim of Goal 16 – public confidence that progress is being made is 

typically as important for development as objective progress itself.2 

The theoretical reason – outcome orientation: The SDGs have been negotiated to be explicitly 

oriented to outcomes.3  Saferworld and others have recommended that “Where possible the IAEG draws 

on different types of indicators in order to present a rounded and balanced picture of progress. For 

example, administrative data can be helpful for monitoring capacities. These are often not, however, the 

same as outcomes for people – which is the focus of the 2030 Agenda. Outcomes for people are best 

captured using experiential or perception surveys.”4 Similarly, survey-based indicators best meet the 

criterion of being easy to understand, and are as universal and aspirational as administrative or treaty 

data.  

The methodological reason – feasibility: The Commission on the Measurement of Economic 

Performance and Social Progress, led by Professors Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi, argued for the 

measurement of “political voice and governance” as part of “well-being”. They argued that voice and 

governance are essential components in monitoring economic and social progress. Already by 2009 they 

noted that sufficient progress had been made in regard to measuring these issues for “the types of 

questions that have proved their value within small-scale and unofficial surveys [to] be included in 

larger-scale surveys undertaken by official statistical offices.”5 In this vein, the OECD is working towards 

guidelines addressed to national statistical offices on measuring people's trust in different types of 

institutions. These guidelines note that “One important distinction between measures of subjective 
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well-being and many of the measures typically included in official statistics is that subjective well-being 

measures will almost invariably need to be collected through sample surveys.”6  

The practical reason –  effectiveness: There are by now numerous well-established programmes 

using cross-country sample surveys to gather data on people’s experiences and perceptions regarding 

aspects of peace, justice and governance. These efforts help governments and civil society target 

programming and policies to respond better to peoples’ development priorities.  UN agencies have 

sustained survey programmes with corresponding methodological manuals, notably UNODC, UNDP and 

most lately OHCHR. Eurostat undertakes the EU-SILC survey. Among national statistical offices, the 

Strategic Harmonization of Statistics in Africa initiative has introduced harmonized add-on survey 

questionnaires on governance, peace and security. Eight African countries have conducted the surveys, 

three have already published reports,7 and a further twelve have formally undertaken to participate. 

Similar use of survey approaches by national statistical offices can be found in numerous countries 

globally, from the Philippines to Peru.8 The regional “Barometer” surveys, such as Afrobarometer, 

Eurobarometer and Latinobarómetro, focussing on topics of governance and civil society, have 

conducted and published multiple rounds.9 These and other examples were itemised in the document 

by which the UN Statistical Commission recently established the Praia City Group on governance 

statistics, to systematize and advance the official measurement of governance.10  

Conclusion: There are compelling normative, theoretical, methodological and practical motivations for 

retaining survey-based indicators for the Goal 16 targets 16.3, 16.6, 16.7 and 16.10, as in the table 

above, complemented by administrative or treaty data. As Helen Clark, Administrator of the UNDP, has 

noted: “Governance, peace and security are not experienced in the same way by rich and poor, young 

and old, or employed and unemployed. To match the post-2015 agenda’s ambition of ‘leaving no one 

behind’, there is an important role to be played by nationally representative surveys.”11   Tracking 

progress towards targets 16.3, 16.6, 16.7 and 16.10 will be strengthened through the inclusion of 

survey-based indicators.  We urge the IAEG-SDGs to restore these survey-based options to ensure that 

“no one is left behind”.   

  
Dr Mark Orkin, former Head, Statistics South Africa and Associate Fellow,  

 Department of Social Policy and Intervention, Oxford University 

 James Deane, Director, Policy and Learning, BBC Media Action 

 Professor Ravi Kanbur, T.H. Lee Professor of World Affairs, Cornell University 

 Daniel Hyslop, Research Manager, Institute for Economics and Peace 

 Claire Schouten, Senior Program Officer, International Budget Partnership 

 Dr Mireille Razafindrakoto, Director of Research, IRD-DIAL (Institut de Recherche  

  pour le Développement - Développement, Institutions & Mondialisation) 

 Dr Francois Roubaud, Senior Research Fellow and former Head, IRD-DIAL 

 Abigail Moy, Program Director, Global Operations, Namati 

 Julie McCarthy, Director, Open Society Fiscal Governance Program 

 James Goldston, Executive Director, Open Society Justice Initiative 

 Dr Anna Alvazzi del Frate, Research Director, Small Arms Survey 

 Larry Attree, Head of Policy, Saferworld 

 Luigi De Martino, Co-ordinator, Secretariat of the Geneva Declaration  

  on Armed Violence and Development 

 Gary Milante, Security and Development Programme Director, SIPRI  

  (Stockholm International Peace Research Institute)  

 Craig Fagan, Senior Policy Co-ordinator, Transparency International 

 Dr Alejandro Ponce, Chief Research Officer, World Justice Project 
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