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1) Main policy issues, potential goals and targets  
 
The issue of “addressing inequalities” in the Post-2015 development agenda has been widely 
acknowledged as being of critical importance by a variety of stakeholders, ranging from governments to 
civil society, to the UN system and beyond. In the Millennium Declaration adopted by UN Member 
States in 2000, world leaders acknowledged their responsibilities to “uphold the principles of human 
dignity, equality and equity2” for all of the world's people.  In practice, however, the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) that emanated from the Millennium Declaration focused more on global 
and national averages and aggregate progress without addressing inequalities explicitly, both within and 
between countries.  
 
It is essential that the new framework explicitly goes beyond global and national averages and aggregate 
progress, by disaggregation that measures the different levels of achievement of different social groups 
and highlights who is being left behind.  Incorporating targets to ensure progress for all social groups 
and reduce the differences in achievement, i.e. the inequalities, will also be essential to ensure that 
action is taken to improve the situation of all groups.  In existing proposals and suggestions so far, 
including in a number of the major reports3 on Post-2015 development agenda, this issue of addressing 
inequalities is always referenced in some form, -although there are some differences in the framing.4  
For example, gender equality is often expressed as stand-alone “headline” goal, while other forms of 
inequalities and social exclusion are sometimes separate headline goals or are mainstreamed 
throughout all of the goals.   
 
A mix of a) global aspirational goals; with b) regionally, nationally or sub-nationally set and 
contextualized targets; and c) a common core set of global indicators, with additional nationally-
contextualized ones, might be a way to better address unique issues of different states/regions and put 
greater focus on the collection and analysis of data at the subnational level where disparities and 
inequalities within countries become more apparent.  Additionally, the use of intermediate targets 
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specially aimed to reduce inequalities has been proposed.5These could include targets to specify 
required rates of progress among nationally-identified deprived population groups, and/or targets to 
specify the extent to which gaps between groups or locations should be reduced.6 
 
There are multiple options for setting targets under each goal to reduce the inequalities between 
groups.  One option would be to set universal or ‘zero’ targets which should be met for all groups by a 
particular date (e.g. 2030 or possibly a later date if this is not realistic).  Also, setting interim progress 
targets (e.g. 2015, 2020, 2025 for different groups) would ensure that no one is left behind, and ensure 
that inequalities would be progressively and systematically reduced over time.  Special attention would 
need to be paid to the most disadvantaged groups, as faster progress would be necessary in order to 
catch up to reach the national target. 
 
 

2) Conceptual and methodological tools 
 
Local data collection and monitoring as well as the capacity to disaggregate data are crucial elements in 
being able to understand where progress is unequal.  As outlined in the statistical note7 on “Human 
Rights, including the Right to Development “ prepared for the Open Working Group (OWG), all indicators 
should be disaggregated by different social groups as far as possible, at a minimum in relation to sex, 
age, disability status, location (e.g. rural-urban/remote areas/slum locations) and income/wealth as well 
as  for the most disadvantaged groups in each country context (e.g. caste, indigenous peoples, 
migrants), through a consultative and participatory national process and in accordance with related 
human rights, ethical and statistical standards.   
 
From a statistical perspective, it is therefore important to consider 1) the stratification variables for 
disaggregation and 2) particular indicators that reflect inequality issues not captured by disaggregation 
under other goals (e.g. Gini coefficient and relative poverty for income inequality or measures to reflect 
multidimensional poverty, or gender equality measures, etc.). 
 

3) Existing and new indicators 
 
Because inequalities cut across all dimensions of development, there has been much discussion on 
whether there should be a stand-alone goal (or goals) on equality, whether addressing inequalities 
should be mainstreamed across all goals, targets and indicators; or a combination of both.   
 
In the current MDG framework, there are some already-established goals, targets and indicators with 
respect to gender equality, among others, on primary, secondary and tertiary education, seats in 
national parliaments and in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector.  For the Post-2015 
development agenda, there are proposals for additional targets and indicators around gender equality 
including on violence against women and girls.8 
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There have also been discussions around a goal and/or targets and indicators with respect to income 
inequality.  National household income and expenditure surveys are the main source of data on income 
inequality and income poverty.  Over the past two decades, there have been significant improvements 
in the quality, consistency and frequency of those surveys. Efforts led by international organizations 
such as the World Bank have improved the availability of data on indicators such as the Gini Index of 
income distribution and poverty headcount ratios. Looking forward, some noted economists and 
academics9 have called for the use of the “Palma Ratio” which compares the income share of the top 10 
per cent of a population to the bottom 40 per cent.  It has been argued that the Palma Ratio would give 
a more precise and accessible view of income inequality.  A further challenge for the new development 
agenda is how to accurately measure the multi-dimensional nature of poverty, beyond income.  
Proposals on this include indices that track multiple deprivations10 or having “minimum floor” or 
“relative gain” indicators based on wealth quintile or location.11 

An area where further development of a statistical framework is necessary is the measurement of 
inequality of opportunity.  Inequality of opportunities now takes a central space in the discussions on 
Post-2015 development goals, alongside discussions on inequalities of outcomes, yet there is no agreed 
upon concept to measure and capture inequality of opportunities. The most notable attempt so far is 
the World Bank’s ‘Human Opportunity Index’12 which pulls together in a single composite indicator both 
how many opportunities (e.g. overall access to primary education, clean water etc.) are available in a 
given country or region, and how equitably those opportunities are distributed between rich and poor.  
A composite index would provide a summary measure, but this composite data may not be essential if 
data on inequalities in opportunities access to education, clean water, etc., is provided under each goal, 
if all indicators are disaggregated. 

 

4) Data requirements, challenges and limitations 
 
A combination of quantitative and qualitative data is essential in order to gain a more complete 
understand of existing inequalities at international, national and sub-national levels and the barriers 
they pose to poverty elimination and human progress.  The availability of household survey data has 
steadily increased over the last several years, including through technical support from specialized UN 
agencies.13  
 
Disaggregating the data under each goal (e.g. under the indicators on health, nutrition, education) 
would also help to strengthen the analysis of social inequalities.  Disaggregation of data for under-five 
mortality, nutrition, school enrolment and basic services access by location, household wealth and sex 
and age (as relevant) is widely possible and needed.  However, it is also important to extend the 
variables for disaggregation, to allow disaggregation by disability status, ethnicity, and race, which will 
go beyond existing data availability.   
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Monitoring progress in the reduction of disparities will require an enormous amount of data in order to 
allow disaggregation at very different levels and groups as desired. Therefore, as a long term 
investment, it will be important to think of the improvement of other data sources, including 
administrative records and civil registration. 
 
Additionally, with the advent of modern technologies, more opportunities exist for community-led, local 
and real-time monitoring (e.g. SMS-based surveys and data collection, crowd sourcing, big data analytics 
and participatory research methods such as focus-group discussions14).  These monitoring modes should 
serve as a complement to data collected through household surveys and can provide an additional, 
deeper understanding of inequalities, deprivations, bottlenecks and barriers to addressing inequalities 
such as exclusion, stigma and discrimination that are often difficult to track.   Such approaches can 
increase ownership of the new agenda among communities; provide clearer channels for accountability 
and feedback; and provide more rapid understanding on a particular issue. 
 
A combination of higher and lower-tech local monitoring initiatives, alongside improved capacity for 
data collection and analysis through institutional systems and household surveys, is needed to better 
understand the true barriers and bottlenecks to development progress, to inform decision-makers and 
to empower individuals and community groups to hold public servants and other duty bearers more 
closely to account.15 
 
 

5) Conclusions 
 
In order to be able to effectively monitor progress towards the reduction of inequalities in all the 
different aspects, it is clear that the amount of data needed is much larger that the currently exist and 
major data investments in data systems will be essential at the global and national levels. More 
sustainable options should be promoted and improved at the national level, such as the use of 
administrative records including civil registration. Exploring the use of other non-official sources will be 
also important to complement those produced with the limited capacity of the statistical systems. 

 
Looking ahead, significant international efforts are needed to improve the availability of disaggregated 
data at different levels to allow the meaningful monitoring in progress of some disadvantaged groups. In 
addition, methodological developments are needed to be able to analyze inequalities which have been 
neglected, such as those related to ethnicity, aging, urban poverty and children without family care. 
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