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Measuring complex development frameworks 
It is staggering to think about 232 indicators1 and grasp where your country or region stands 
against 17 goals and 169 targets. To make it even more difficult, imagine you only have a few 
minutes to brief high-level officials of your country on the progress your country has made 
towards the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)2 and highlight a few priority areas for 
urgent action. National Statistical Systems (NSSs) around the world have committed 
themselves to take-up this challenge by a) producing high quality disaggregated statistics on 
the SDGs indicators, and b) measuring progress in achieving the 2030 agenda for sustainable 
development. This paper deals with the second mission and provides an overview of    the 
existing approaches and proposes an inclusive approach for measuring SDGs progress ‘for 
all’. 

 
MDGs era 

For one decade, prior to endorsement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), the 
Human Development Index (UNDP, 2018) was an unrivalled measure of human 
development. It encapsulated Sen’s ‘capabilities’ approach (Sen, 1985) in one measure that 
combined three dimensions of development, which aimed to understand human well-being 
rather than economic prosperity.  The index created immense scientific and political dialogue 
(Stanton, 2007) and facilitated the mobilization of resources and commitments for 
development in the national and international arena. Nevertheless, two important 
dimensions of development (environmental and institutional) were absent from the 
framework. The first time official statisticians were challenged to measure progress for a 
normative and universal development agenda, with quantitative and time-bound tar- gets, 
was at the dawn of the 21st century. The MDGs put forth a global agreement for 
development with 60 indicators. Broadly speaking, there were two types of measures used to 
assess progress towards the MDGs; trend analysis (Degol and Raquel, 2011; Fukuda-Parr and 
Greenstein, 2010; Osorio, 2008; Tabatabai, 2007; Vandermoortele, 2007), and meeting the 
targets. The basis of assessment in the trend analysis approach was the direction and pace 
of a country’s progress on each of the indicators. This approach was taken   by some 
countries (such as the Philippines) to develop what they called ‘MDGs watch’. The meeting 
the targets approach was taken by United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia 
and the Pacific (UNESCAP), Asian Development Bank (ADB) and United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) to measure progress of countries in Asia-Pacific region based on MDG 
targets (when available). A series of tripartite reports (UNESCAP/UNDP/ADB, 2003, 2013) 
categorized countries and regions based on whether they were early achievers, on track, 
slow, or without progress based on their estimated year of achieving the targets. When there 
was no specific target, this approach estimated turning point in trend to measure progress. 

 
SDGs era 

The MDGs addressed essential development priorities but lacked some of the most 
fundamental dimensions. In particular, environmental sustainability, equality, social inclusion 
and governance were the most important goals missing from the MDGs. The SDGs aimed to 
continue the momentum generated by the MDGs and complete the unfinished work from the 
previous global agreement. They also aimed to better capture the complexity of inclusive and 
sustainable development for all. Monitoring progress towards such an ambitious agenda 
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requires a complex indicator framework and new measurement approaches. Shortly after 
the adoption of the SDGs, international agencies and think-tanks began to develop 
methodologies for summarizing its complex indicator framework into fewer numbers. The 
first two attempts were the SDG index (Kroll, 2015) and SDG score cards (Nicolai et al., 2015). 
The SDG index was based on 34 indicators (two indicators per goal) and constructed an index 
that was used to compare and rank member countries   of the Organization for Economic Co-
operation and Development (OECD). The SDG scorecard was based on 2030 projections of 17 
targets (one target per goal) and their distance to the target values set by the SDGs. In 2016, 
Bertelsmann Stiftung and Sustainable Development Solutions Network (SDSN) applied an 
enhanced version of the SDG index and produced the SDG index and dashboard report using 
63 indicators from official and unofficial sources (Sachs   et al., 2016) and compared 149 
countries. Since 2017, Bertelsmann Stiftung and SDSN refined the methodology for the SDG 
index and dashboard report, adjusting the index for spillover effect which measures cross-
border effects, to take into account international responsibilities of each country (Sachs et al., 
2017). In 2018, the report included an SDG trend dashboard that used time series data and 
enabled countries to view progress as well as the current status.  India applied the same 
methodology in 2018 to develop the SDG India Index (NITI Aayog, 2018). 

In 2016, United Nations ESCAP published an SDG progress assessment report3 (UNESCAP, 
2017, 2018) applying a measure of meeting the targets (Bidarbakht-Nia, 2017a, 2017b). The 
report established a baseline and assessed the gaps which needed to be closed by the region 
and its subregions in order to achieve the 2030 agenda. OECD developed a similar 
methodology in 2017 and applied it to selected member countries (OECD, 2017). 
SDGs progress measurement approaches are diverse in their underlying assumptions and 
statistical features. They do not measure the same thing and should not be interpreted in the 
same way.  Nonetheless, this is not obvious to the general user as all methods are often 
referred to as ‘SDG progress’. This paper aims to answer two questions: what is an 
appropriate method for assessing SDG progress? and how to ‘leave no-one behind’ in 
measuring progress towards the SDGs? It examines features of the three major approaches 
taken by SDSN, UNESCAP and OECD and proposes a set of criteria to be considered when 
selecting a desirable method.  In attempt to answer the second question, this paper provides 
a detailed account of the UNESCAP methodology and introduces a new factor to the index 
that takes into account progress among the most vulnerable groups (when data is available). 
Applying the new approach on data from countries in Asia-Pacific region, significant changes 
in progress assessment results are observed. 
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. The following section provides an 
overview of the UNESCAP approach for assessing progress towards the SDGs. The third 
section presents a comparison of three major approaches.  The fourth section introduces a 
modification to the UNESCAP approach to include disaggregated statistics on vulnerable 
groups.  The fifth section discusses the results and overall progress of the Asia-Pacific region 
towards SDGs based on the new approach, and the final section concludes the discussion. 
 

SDG progress assessment: UNESCAP approach 
Two indices are used by UNESCAP to assess progress towards the SDGs: current status 
and anticipated progress gap. The current status index measures progress towards 
specified targets since 2000. The anticipated progress gap measures the gap between 
the predicted value of the indicator and specified target for 2030. Both indices are con- 
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structed at indicator level and can be aggregated at target and goal levels as desirable. 
The indices answer two different questions: 

• Current status: how much progress has been made since 2000? 
• Anticipated progress gap: how likely will the targets be 

achieved by 2030? 
 

Current status index 

Denoting indicator values for 2000 and the current year by I00 and Icv, and the target 
value for 2030 by TV, and setting normalized values of the indicator in 2000 and 2030 
at 0 and 10 respectively, normalized value for the indicator at the current year on the 
scale of 0 to 10 can be calculated as follows when desirable direction is clear:4 

(1)        𝑃 =
𝐼 − 𝐼

|𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |
× 𝐷      

𝑖𝑛 𝑤ℎ𝑖𝑐ℎ   𝐷 =
10    𝑖𝑛𝑐𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑠𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒𝑠 𝑎𝑟𝑒 𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑟𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒

−10    𝑑𝑒𝑐𝑟𝑒𝑎𝑠𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑣𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒𝑠 𝑎𝑟𝑒 𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑟𝑎𝑏𝑙𝑒
 

For parity indicators the value is:  

(2)          𝑃 =

⎩
⎨

⎧10 −  
|𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |

|𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |
× 10 if |𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 | ≤ |𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |

|𝐼 − 𝐼 |

|𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |
× (−10)                             𝑂𝑡ℎ𝑒𝑟𝑤𝑖𝑠𝑒

 

The above metrics are computed for each indicator and averaged under targets and 
goals to measure ‘average progress made’ in achieving each of the targets and goals.  
Given the uneven distribution of indicators, they are weighted proportional to the 
number of indicators under each target when aggregating at goal level. This gives 
equal importance/weight to each target. 

If the region (or subregion) has progressed since 2000, the average of normalized 
values under each goal (𝑃  ) provides an index that is between 0 and 10.  But if the 
region has regressed, the value is negative and indicates the size of regression.5 

 
Anticipated progress gap 

Denoting the predicted value of indicator I for the target year by I30, and value in the 
base year by I15; one can approximate the progress gap by Ppg as follows when 
desirable direction is clear from the target: 

(3)                                           𝑃 =
|𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |

|𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |
× 10  

In the case of parity indicators, we consider no regression has occurred if |𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 | ≤
|𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼 |. 

The progress gap index only needs to be calculated for indicators for which the 
predicted value has not reached the target value (not expected to achieve the target). 
It is automatically set to 0 for other indicators. If progress or no change is expected, 
the value of 𝑃  ranges from 0 to 10; if the predicted regression from the current level 
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𝑃  is greater than 10. 𝑃  may be interpreted as the extra effort or acceleration 
needed to meet the target when the value is less than or equal to 10, and 10 – 𝑃  is 
the size of regression when it is greater than 10.  

To avoid the influence of outliers, an acceptance threshold of minimum 2 per cent 
change is considered for progress/regression in the calculation of both indices. In other 
words, the change is acceptable only if overall change over the period is greater than a 
2 per cent increase or decrease (depending on the actual and desired direction of 
change). 

 
Extrapolation and imputation methods 

Producing the two measures of progress requires prediction of future values as well as 
imputation of missing values in the current and previous years. These values were 
estimated using a weighted regression model which uses time-related weights 
(Bidarbakht-Nia, 2017b), assuming that the importance attached to the indicator 
values should be proportional to how recent the data is.6 

Suppose that 𝑛 data points are available on indicator 𝐼 for a given country/region over 
a period of T years, and we are interested in estimating the indicator value for the year 
𝑡. 𝑇 = 𝑡 − 𝑡  where 𝑡  and 𝑡  are the latest and the earliest years, respectively, for 
which data on indicator I are available. The time-related weights work as multipliers 
that inflate/deflate the rate of change in each period, in proportion to the temporal 
distance to the target year (t). Time-related weight for the 𝑖  data point for a given 
country/region for estimating indicator values of the year t  is: 

(4)                                    𝑤 =
|𝑡 − 𝑡 |

|𝑡 − 𝑡 |
  (𝑡 < 𝑡 < 𝑡 ) 

 
Setting regional target values 

Of the 169 SDG targets, only 30 per cent have specific (implicit or explicit) target 
values. For the remainder, estimating progress indices requires setting target values. 
For the majority of such indicators, UNESCAP has applied a ‘champion area’ approach 
(Bidarbakht-Nia, 2017a). The idea is to identify the region’s outstanding countries (top 
performers) and set their average rate of change as the region’s target rate. In other 
words, if the region as a whole can perform as well as its champion area over 15 years 
(starting from 2015), we should expect to achieve the target value by 2030.7 

The main challenge with the champion area approach arises when dealing with two 
types of indicators: 

 indicators for which there is insufficient data to estimate the rate of change at 
the country level; and 

 indicators for which most of the countries started from a very low level and 
made such rapid progress over the 15 years prior to the SDGs. For these 
indicators observed growth rate cannot reasonably be applied to the future.   

For these two types of indicators, an alternative approach is taken. Rather than using 
the rate of change, the top five performers are identified based on the latest available 
data. 
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What is an appropriate measure of progress? 
Ensuring comprehensiveness, accuracy and simplicity at the same time does not come 
without a compromise. Assessing progress towards the SDGs using the exhaustive list 
of 232 indicators requires making many assumptions (that do not always hold) and 
decisions, as well as striking a balance between the simplicity of messages and 
accuracy of the results. In the end, there is no single perfect method for measuring the 
SDGs progress.  This section highlights that the three major approaches that are 
currently employed to measure SDGs progress serve completely different purposes 
and answer very different sets of questions. Lack of trans- parent methodology and 
metadata may have created the impression that different international organizations 
propose different answers to the same question of ‘how much progress have we 
made?’, or ‘will we achieve the 2030 tar- gets?’. Nevertheless, a closer assessment of 
various methods shows that they are very different in nature and even if exactly the 
same set of data and indicators are used (which is not the case), we should not expect 
identical progress narratives from them: 

• The SDSN’s SDG index provides a starting point for countries to compare 
themselves with the rest of the world. For each indicator, the index measures the 
distance of each country to the worst performer, as a share of the total distance of 
the worst performer to the 2030 targets. The index does not use time series data 
at the country level. The upper thresholds (target values) for indicators are 
primarily based on expert consultations or international commitments (when not 
directly specified in SDG targets), or otherwise average over top 10 per cent of the 
best performers. The index may be used more as a ranking tool than progress 
assessment measure. The progress, however, is assessed by a measure of annual 
growth rate for each indicator as compared with the desirable growth rate to 
understand whether the current speed is fast enough to reach the 2030 target. 

• The UNESCAP approach (as explained in section ‘SDG progress assessment:    
UNESCAP approach’) utilizes two indices that measure: (1) progress made on each 
indicator since 2000 as a proportion of total progress needed by the region to meet 
the 2030 target; and (2) expected distance from targets in 2030 as a proportion of 
total distance the region needs to travel between 2015 and 2030. 

• The OECD approach measures the distance of each indicator from the 2030 target 
(applying a similar approach to SDSN) for each country and presents it as a ratio of 
the spread of values across peer countries (using standard deviation to normalize 
the distance value).  It results in exactly the same ranking as the SDSN method, as 
both methods provide the same scores when normalized on a scale of 0–10 (Table 
2). The approach is static, meaning that it does not account for the rate of progress 
by each country. This feature is common in both SDSN and OECD methods and 
differentiates them from UNESCAP approach. The OECD approach, however, 
identifies the direction of change by estimating the correlation coefficient between 
time and indicator values. A positive correlation shows that a country/region is 
progressing in the right direction to meet the target and a negative correlation 
means that it needs a course correction to meet the 2030 targets. 
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Table 1 summarizes the features of the three methods. The table clearly shows that 
choice of progress assessment method depends heavily on the purpose of analysis (what 
do we want to measure?). If we apply the three methods on the same data, we should 
not expect the same outcome.  Table 2 shows results of applying the three methods on 
data for population living in poverty at less than $1.90 a day for three countries in Asia 
and the Pacific region. It shows three different scenarios in which countries have not 
made any progress (country A), regressed since 2000 (country B), or significantly 
reduced poverty (country C). UNESCAP method provides a very different ranking 
compared to the other two methods because it considers the country’s progress over 
time. The most radical difference is seen in the country B where poverty has almost 
doubled since 2000 but is still relatively low compared to other countries of the region. 
The follow-up and review mechanism of the 2030 agenda encourages ‘regular and 
inclusive reviews of progress at the national and sub-national levels, which are country-
led and country-driven’. So, which factors countries need to consider when 
investigating measures of progress? The most important criteria to keep in mind are 
target values, standardization and benchmarking, and aggregation. 

 

• Specific target values are an integral part of progress assessment. They ensure that 
progress reports provide clear measures of achievements that facilitate objective 
policy evaluation over time. Target values have to be numeric to facilitate 
application of scientific measures.  They must be based on realistic, yet aspirational, 
objectives that are feasible to achieve if all existing resources are used efficiently. 
Purely theoretical or politically negotiated targets offer approaches at opposite ends 
of a spectrum that should be avoided, unless there is no observation to rely on. 
Ideally, targets have to be set at indicator level. The champion area provides one 
example   of setting targets based on successful (but not extraordinary) experiences 
from peer countries or regions. 
 

• Standardization and benchmarking are two operations that are normally conducted 
in one step and serve two different purposes: standardization maintains 
comparability and facilitates the aggregation of indicators with different units and 
types, while benchmarking provides a reference point that facilitates monitoring of 
progress over time or across countries/regions. The formula column in Table 1 
provides three examples of indices that use completely different standardization 
methods and benchmarks. It is critical to understand that this process impacts 
interpretation of the progress.  Therefore, choice of method has to be made based 
on the purpose of analysis (questions progress assessments aim to answer). 

 
• Aggregation normally takes place at two different levels: indicators and 

countries/regions. It is important for users to investigate how indicators are 
weighted in each progress assessment method. The 2030 agenda gives equal 
importance to all dimensions of development (17 Goals). However, targets under 
each goal and indicators under each target are not evenly distributed. At each level 
of aggregation, equal importance to one level means unequal weight at another 
level (section ‘Counting every- one: inclusive measure of SDG progress’ provides a 
few examples). The progress assessment methodology has to accommodate for such 
a weighting system, or hierarchical aggregation that facilitates robust presentation 
of results at different levels. Aggregation of indicator values over countries or sub-
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national areas can have a major impact   on   results   as   well   as   interpretations.  
Different measures of distribution and different weighting strategies may be 
applied.
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Table1 

 
There is no perfect aggregation method. One important factor to keep in mind is that the 
2030 agenda is concerned with inclusiveness. Information loss occurring in the aggregation 
process should not put more responsibilities on bigger countries/economies or exclude 
smaller ones, unless it is part of the objectives of the progress assessment. 
 

Table 2 
 

Counting everyone: inclusive measure of SDG progress 
The 2030 agenda is the people’s agenda. It puts people first and its core principle is 
leaving no-one behind. The world cannot uphold to this principle unless the SDG 
progress assessment frameworks embrace it. In other words, no progress shall be 
counted, unless all progress together. Nonetheless, one thing that all aforementioned 
methods have in common is that they do not accommodate for the ‘leave no-one 
behind’ principle of the SDGs. The global indicator framework for the SDGs suggests 
that indicators should be disaggregated, when relevant, by income, sex, age, race, 
ethnicity, migratory status, disability and geographic location, or other characteristics. 

Figure 1. Weighting structure under SDG target 2.2 on malnutrition. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 2018, UN agencies conducted age, sex, and location disaggregation for more than 
20 SDG indicators available in the global database. This number is expected to 
increase annually as global efforts to provide increasing granularity to official 
statistics are becoming more commonplace. 
This section introduces modifications in current status and anticipated progress gap 
indices that adjust for progress by vulnerable groups.8 The idea is to introduce a 
multiplier fac-   tor that adjusts the overall progress made in one indicator for the 
progress of the most vulnerable group. 
Assume that for each indicator I, there are two possible sets of sub-indicators; by 
type (e.g. prevalence of malnutrition among children under-5 consists of two types, 
wasting and overweight) and by disaggregation variables (e.g.  wasting and 
overweight sub-indicators can be disaggregated by sex and location). We mentioned 
earlier that all targets under each goal should be given equal importance, regardless 

Wasting 

(weight=1/4) 

Target 2.2 
(weight=1) 

Overweight 

(weight=1/4) 

Stunting 
(weight=1/2) 

Overweight urban 

(weight=1/8) 

Overweight total 

(weight=1/8) 

Malnutrition 

(Weight=1/2) 

Wasting girls 

(weight=1/8) 

Wasting total 

(weight=1/8) 
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of the number of indicators. At the same time, all indicators under the same target 
should also be given the same importance/weight regardless of number of sub-
indicators. This means indicators and sub-indicators are weighted so that the sum of 
weights under each target adds up to 1 and indicators under each target are 
weighted equally. The leave no-one behind aspect of the SDGs means that all sub- 
population groups should make required progress to achieve the 2030 target. To 
account for this in compilation of the progress index, one can multiply the overall 
progress on each indicator by progress of the most vulnerable population group. 
This may have a negative or positive impact on the overall progress depending on 
the progress of the most vulnerable group in relation to the overall progress. 
Figure 1 demonstrates a weighting structure to implement this approach. In this 
scenario there are two indicators (malnutrition and stunting) under target 2.2, each 
receiving a weight factor equal to 0.5. The malnutrition indictor has two types 
(wasting and overweight) for which disaggregated values of prevalence are available 
for boys and girls under-5, as well as across urban and rural population groups. 
Those with higher prevalence are considered the vulnerable group. For each type, 
vulnerable group is the sub-population with the highest prevalence. For example, if 
prevalence of wasting is higher among girls than boys and higher in rural areas 
compared to urban, between rural population and girls, the one with the higher 
prevalence of wasting should be considered the most vulnerable group. Likewise, if 
prevalence of overweight is the highest in urban areas, urban population is 
considered to be the most vulnerable group. The weighting structure for this 
indicator is illustrated in Figure 1. For this particular target, one indicator (stunting) 
and four sub-indicators (wasting total, wasting girls, overweight total, and 
overweight urban) are used for assessing progress towards achieving the 2030 
target. Sum of the weights is equal to 1 (4 × 1/8 + 1/2 = 1). 
In ideal cases, it would be appropriate to have nested disaggregation, such as by age 
and sex. The following example shows the weight structure for the indicator on 
proportion of population living in extreme poverty, in which nested dis- aggregation 
is only available by employment, age and sex (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. weighting model under SDG target 1.1 on extreme poverty. 

 

 
 
 

Target 1.1 
(Weight=1) 

 Extreme 
poverty 

(weight=1) 
 

extreme poverty among 
employed_male youth 

(weight=1/2) 

extreme poverty in total 
population 

(weight=1/2) 
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In this example, in addition to disaggregation by employment, three types of 
nested disaggregation are available; employment and age (employed youth and 
employed adult), employment and sex (employed male and employed female) 
and employment, age and sex (employed youth by sex and employed adult by 
sex). Among all nine subpopulations, extreme poverty is the highest among 
employed male in youth age. Therefore, in addition to the main indicator 
(extreme poverty in total population), extreme poverty among identified 
vulnerable group (employed male aged 15–24) will also be incorporated in the 
progress assessment under target 1.1. Having only one indicator under this 
target and one vulnerable group, each will get a weight factor of 0.5. 

Therefore, the number of data series (indicator, sub-indicator or disaggregation) 
that can be used for assessing progress against one SDG target is n=NS+S+V, 
where NS is number of indicators without any sub-indicator, S is total number of 
sub-indicators, and V is number of vulnerable groups. In other words, V is 
number of indicators or sub- indicators for which at least one disaggregation is 
available. 

Current status and anticipated progress gap indices introduced in formulas (1–3) 
must be constructed for each of the    n data series prior to aggregating at the 
target level.  Weighted average of current status and anticipated progress gap at 
goal level (see section ‘SDG progress assessment: UNESCAP approach’) will be 
compiled as follows: 

(5)             𝑃 = 𝑎 × 𝑃     (𝑗 = 1,2, . . , 𝑁), (𝑘 = 1,2,3, . . , 𝑛) 

In which 𝑁  is number of measurable targets9 under the goal, 𝑎  is the weight of 
data series 𝑘, and 𝑃  is current status index compiled for data series 𝑘. And, 

(6)              𝑃 = 𝑎 × 𝑃     (𝑗 = 1,2, . . , 𝑁), (𝑘 = 1,2,3, . . , 𝑛) 

in which 𝑃  is anticipated progress gap index compiled for data series 𝑘. Data 
series for vulnerable group is given the same weight as the same series for total 
population. Sum of the weights under each target has to be 1. An alternative 
(and intuitive) way of compiling  𝑃  and 𝑃  without using weights is to average 
data series in three separate phases when relevant; first average over each sub-
indicator and its vulnerable groups, then over all sub-indicators of each 
indicator, and finally average over all indicators. This is identical to the weighted 
sums in (5) and (6).  

As of 2018, disaggregated values by employment, age, sex, and location were 
available only for 27 global SDG indicators (out of 232) for more than half of the 
countries in Asia-Pacific region10. These indicators fall under goals on no poverty 
(Goal 1), good health and well-being (Goal 3), quality education (Goal 4), clean 
water and sanitation (Goal 6), and decent work and economic growth (Goal 8). 
Table 3 illustrates a comparison of two indices (current status and anticipated 
progress gap) before and after taking vulnerable groups into account. Except 
three cases in which progress among vulnerable groups is as good as the rest of 
the population (zero values in Table 3), the percentage change in indices due to 
inclusion of vulnerable groups varies between 25 per cent reduction (Goal 6) to 33 
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per cent increase (Goal 8). This means that on average, since 2000, the most 
vulnerable groups have made faster progress than the rest of population in 
achieving 2030 targets under SDG 6 (clean water and sanitation) and progress for 
the most vulnerable groups have been slower than the total population under SDG 8 
(decent work and economic growth). 

 
Table 3 

 

Asia-pacific progress towards the SDGs in 2018–19 
 

Figure 3 illustrates the results of applying the new approach on data from all Asia-
Pacific countries (when available) for 17 SDGs. It combines the results on the current 
status in 2018 and the expected progress by 2030 in one graph. The length of the bars 
shows the size of progress or regression of the region since 2000 against each of the 
goals. The length of each arrow is the size of progress or regression we can expect by 
the end of 2030 if the region maintains the current pace of progress (business as 
usual). 
 

Acceleration of progress needed everywhere 

The results show that Asia-Pacific region will miss all 17 SDGs by 2030 unless it 
accelerates the current pace of progress or reverses trends where it is regressing. 
Since 2000, the region has made better progress on zero poverty (Goal 1), quality 
education (Goal 4), affordable and clean energy (Goal 7) and partnership for the goals 
(Goal 17). However, even on these goals, the region will miss the 2030 targets with 
the current speed. Sadly, the region has regressed on three SDGs, namely clean water 
and sanitation (Goal 6), decent work and eco- nomic growth (Goal 8), and responsible 
consumption and production (Goal 12). If everything remains the same until 2030, 
Asia-Pacific is expected to make the greatest progress    in five goals; good health and 
well-being (Goal 3), quality education (Goal 4), affordable and clean energy (Goal 7), 
industry, innovation and infrastructure (Goal 9), reduced inequality (Goal 10), and 
peace, justice and strong institutions (Goal 16) and partnership for the goals (Goal 
17). 

 
Environmental degradation 

The bad news is that judging from current trends, the region is expected to regress on 
sustainable cities and com- munities (Goal 11), climate action (Goal 13), life below 
water (Goal 14), and life on land (Goal 15) – all environmental. The good news is that, if 
the most recent trends continue, the region will be able to reverse the current negative 
trends on clean water and sanitation (Goal 6), decent work and eco- nomic growth 
(Goal 8), and responsible consumption and production (Goal 12) by 2030. Progress on 
Goal 12 is mainly due to increased resource efficiency in production. However, 
unsustainable consumption and emissions will continue to hamper the progress on 
this goal. 
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Figure 3. Asia-Pacific SDG snapshot 2018–19: progress made so far and expected progress 
by 2030. 

 

 
 
 

Traditional areas of social development 

Progress since 2000 shows that the region has put more emphasis on eradicating 
extreme poverty and improving access to basic services such as education and 
health (Goals 1, 3, and 4). These are the three social goals from the MDGs era. Until 
recently, the region had not prioritized reducing gender and other types of 
inequalities, providing access to justice for all, safe societies and strong institutions. 
Recent trends show (arrows) that the region has begun to accelerate progress in 
reducing inequalities and improving peace, justice and strong institutions but it is 
too slow to meet the 2030 targets. 

 
Data remains a big challenge 

It is important to note that this analysis is based on only 105 indicators (83 from 
global SDG indicators and 22 proxies. Nearly two-thirds of global SDG indicators 
cannot be used for assessing Asia-Pacific progress due to lack of data or 
methodology. Monitoring implementation of the 2030 agenda will only be made 
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possible by doubling efforts and investment in the production of timely and reliable 
disaggregated statistics. 

 
Conclusions 
More than ever, national statistical systems (NSSs) around the world search for simple, 
comprehensive, and accurate methods to measure success of their respective 
governments in delivering national and international commitments to sustainable 
development. The international community has offered a range of approaches to 
monitor the complex development framework of the SDGs. This paper reviewed three 
major approaches taken by SDSN, UNESCAP, and OECD and highlighted their distinct 
features and commonalities. At the first glance, all three may look the same and serve 
the same purpose of ‘SDG progress assessment’, as they are usually referred to. 
However, this detailed analysis showed that three methods answer completely 
different questions. National statistical systems need to make important decisions 
prior to selection of their preferred measure; what is the key question they aim to 
answer? What is their basis of comparison? What serves their planning and 
prioritization the best? Table 1 provides a guide to select the most relevant measure 
based on answers to the above questions. Each method requires a different set of 
data, entails different analysis and proceeds to a completely different interpretation. 
The term ‘progress made’ or ‘distance travelled’ could mean many different things 
depending on which measure is used, what target is set, what comparison is made, 
how numbers are aggregated and how indicators are selected and used. 
No measurement framework does justice to the 2030 agenda unless it incorporates 
disaggregated statistics and accounts for the progress among vulnerable groups across 
all dimensions. This paper also introduces a modification to the UNESCAP 
measurement approach to make it inclusive of progress by the furthest left behind 
groups. The results showed that inclusive indices can introduce up to 33 percent 
change in the progress. 
The progress assessment for Asia-Pacific countries in 2018 based on the new approach 
shows that the region needs to accelerate progress everywhere if it aims to achieve 
the SDGs by 2030. With current trends, the region is expected to regress on almost 
all environmental goals by 2030. 

 

Notes 
The author is grateful to the Statistical Data Management team of UNESCAP for their 
contribution to the methodology and data analysis. In particular, I am indebted to 
Dayyan Shayani for proofreading the early draft of the paper and for his excellent 
technical contribution to the concept and methods provided in this paper. The work 
underpinning this research has gained immense support from senior management of 
UNESCAP. However, views expressed in this paper are those of the author and do not 
necessarily reflect the position of any organization. 

1. https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/indicators-list/ 
2. https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
3. By progress assessment report I mean reports that allow measuring progress against 

goals/targets over time and not necessarily any report analyzing SDG indicators. 
4. Median value of the indicator over all countries for which data is available is used as the 

regional value (Bidarbakht-Nia, 2018). Median was preferred to weighted average to avoid 
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bias towards bigger economies or larger populations.  The objective of this approach is to give 
equal weight and equal responsibility to all countries regardless of their size. 

5. For indicators which the current value has already reached or exceeded the target value 
current status index does not need to be calculated and automatically is set to 10. 

6. The weights should not be used for indicators that are time-independent such as disaster-
related, ODA and other financial aids indicator. 

7. It is crucial to remove outliers from data prior to identifying the top 
five performers. 

8. The proposed inclusive approach is applicable to any progress assessment method. However, 
in this paper the adjustment is only introduced to the UNESCAP approach since it measures 
progress over time (see Table 2). 

9. Targets for which at least one indicator is available.  
10.  For complete list of indicators, visit Asia-Pacific SDG gateway at: http://data.unescap.org. 
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Table1. A comparison of three major methods used for SDG progress assessment 

Method What is being measured? Formulaa Setting target 

value 

Basis of comparison Static/ dynamicb Data 

intensity 

aggregation  

SDSN Compared to the worst performer, 

how close the country is to the 

target 

Speed required for a country to 

achieve targets, relative to the 

current speed 

𝐼 − 𝐼

𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼
 

 

Average of 

annual % 

changes 

Direct from 

target/ scientific 

value/ top five 

values 

Worst performing 

country 

Static 

 

 

 

 

Dynamic 

At least one 

data point 

 

 

At least two 

data points 

Over countries: -- 

 

Over indicators: 

Index- average 

Dashboard- average of 2 

worst indicators 

UN-

ESCAP 

Progress a country/region has 

made towards targets since 2000, 

as a share of total progress it needs 

to make 

 

Expected distance from targets in 

2030, judging from a 

country/region’s past progress   

𝐼 − 𝐼

𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼
 

 

 
𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼

𝑇𝑉 − 𝐼
 

Direct from 

target/top five 

rates of change 

Past progress in the 

same country/region 

Dynamic 

 

 

 

 

Dynamic 

At least two 

data points 

 

 

 

At least three 

data points 

Over countries: 

Median value over 

countries (unweighted) 

 

Over indicators: Weighted 

average of all data series 

(equal weights to targets) 

OECD Compared to the worst performer, 

how close the country is to the 

target 

Whether or not a country is 

moving in a right direction towards 

the target 

𝐼 − 𝑇𝑉

𝑆𝐷(𝐼 )
 

 

 

 

 

𝜌(𝐼 , 𝑡) 

Direct from 

target/ scientific 

value/ top five 

values 

Distribution of values 

across peer countries 

Static 

 

 

 

 

 

Dynamic 

At least one 

data point 

 

 

 

At least two 

data points 

Over countries: population 

weighted average  

 

Over indicators: 

arithmetic average of all 

indicators 

Notes: 𝐼 , 𝐼 , 𝐼 , 𝐼 : Indicator values in 2000, 2015, current year, and prediction for 2030 

𝐼 : minimum value of indicator across all countries  𝑇𝑉: target value for indicator 𝜌(𝐼 , 𝑡): spearman correlation between indictor values and time 

𝑆𝐷(𝐼 ): standard deviation of the indicator values  
aFormulas are simplified for easy understanding. Readers may refer to original sources (for OECD and SDSN) and section 2 (for UNESCAP) for more detailed 

explanations; bDynamic metrics measure progress over time for one specific country/region. Static metrics only measure current status or current distance to 

target without indicating how much progress has been made or will be made over time.  
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Table 2. Progress scores for population below international poverty line in three countries 

using three different methods 

  2000 (%) 2015(%) SDSN UNESCAP OECD 

Country A 13 13 8 0 8 

Country B 9 16 7 -9 7 

Country C 46 23 6 6 6 
Note: SDSN and OECD methods give exactly same values when normalized on the scale of 0 and 10.  
 

Table 3. Comparison between current status and anticipated progress indices before and after 

including vulnerable groups 

  Percentage change after including vulnerable groups 

Goal Current status index (%) 
Anticipated progress gap 

index (%) 

1 5 0 

3 0 2 

4 2 -5 

6 -25 7 

8 33 0 

 
 




