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Recommendations 
to the Independent Expert Advisory Group (IEAG) on the

Data Revolution for Sustainable Development

MUTUAL ACCOUNTABILITY & TRANSPARENCY FOR IMPACT
 (14 October 2014)

We, the undersigned, recognize that we are at a critical inflection point in global sustainable 
development in the design and implementation of data revolution 2.0 to ensure that better data for 
better programming, delivery, and mutual accountability.  

Looking back, the MDGs increased attention to the need for strengthening statistical capacity on 
development indicators, and improved coordination within countries statistical systems. But data 
quality, frequency of collection and disclosure, was a major weakness – and this contributed to 
discrepancies between national level and international statistical data.1 Programming decisions 
require disaggregated data to allow a focus on the last mile delivery of service and to track 
performance for the most vulnerable.

Looking forward, to credibly track the SDGs requires investments in new metrics, increases in the 
quality and regularity of data collection, getting rid of bad data, and an agreement on the trade-offs 
between technical robustness and frequency of collection and disclosure. Technology affords new 
opportunities to do this on a scale never realized before.

Before celebrating the data revolution for sustainable development and technical innovations like 
digitization and visualisation, we feel that it is imperative for all stakeholders to ensure that the data 
revolution is designed and implemented based on transparency, freedom of speech, mutual 
accountability, including authentic participation of the public, including the most marginalized; children 
and young people’s priorities should be the foundation and bedrock of the data revolution for 
sustainable development.   Data for data’s sake is not our call. Actionable data for better planning 
and delivery to the most marginalized and to foster and atmosphere and culture of mutual 
accountability is our call.

PRINCIPLES

Our recommendations are based on the following principles:

Transparency:  By transparency, we mean that governments must enact pro-disclosure laws 
(freedom of information bills) that citizens' participation in disclosure processes are mainstreamed, 
formalized and celebrated and harnessed. Public institutions and all institutional beneficiaries of 
public processes and resources should be subjected to sunshine laws without any discrimination or 
prejudice.

Freedom of Speech: By freedom of speech, we mean that all stakeholders, including the public and 
youth have the right to dissent.  Freedom of the press is seen as an essential public good for the 
public service, the fourth pillar of a functioning democracy. Citizens advocating to ensure such rights 
and laws should be protected and not prosecuted.

Mutual Accountability: By mutual accountability, we mean that holding government accountable, 
requires a creative collaboration between government, citizens, local and global institutions, the 
private sector. We believe in the potential and possibilities of going beyond adversarial stand-offs and 
we believe in our ability to participate in meaningful collaborations.
1 Lessons Learned from MDG Monitoring From A Statistical Perspective: Report of the Task Team on Lessons Learned 
from MDG Monitoring of the IAEG MDG http://unstats.un.org/unsd/broaderprogress/pdf/Lesson%20Learned%20from
%20MDG%20Monitoring_2013-03-22%20(IAEG).pdf
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on these principles, the following recommendations are provided for the International Expert 
Advisory Group on the Data Revolution for Sustainable Development:

Recommendation 1: New Rules, New Standards, New Roles, New Partnerships, and New 
Language

The Data Revolution for Sustainable Development (DR-SD) calls for new rules, data standards, new 
roles, new alliances, breaking old barriers and a new language. Hence, the arcane statistical 
language needs to be made more accessible with alignment of national statistical data collection 
efforts, with development surveys, and ensuring that methods and metrics are clearly spelt out for 
public understanding.  International standard definitions and alignment of data collection methods to 
decision making and mutual accountability is a critical priority.

Recommendation 2: Streamline Data Collection and Align Data Collection with Policy, 
Planning and Mutual Accountability

The multiplicity of data collection efforts that are unaligned, duplicative, burdensome, and expensive 
is harming progress towards reaching sustainable development.   It is time build and inventory and 
take stock of those pluralistic demystifying practices!  The lack of harmonization of methods and 
standards, and a donor-driven sector-specific focus does not give stakeholders policy makers the full 
range of information on which to act. A framework is needed for prioritizing essential investments in 
data collection based on the policy priorities of each country.  See annex for specific Data Revolution 
Challenges from the Asia- Pacific Region.

Recommendation 3: Involve People Living with Hunger (PLIH) & People Living in Poverty 
(PLIP)

We believe that linking data with citizens' experiences and action research with people living with 
hunger (PLWHs) and people living in poverty (PILPs), would provide greater insight and improved 
public policy and programming possibilities. Linking qualitative and quantitative data collections is a 
first step.  Additionally it is critical to involve people living with hunger and in poverty in the 
governance and decision-making processes, so their perspectives are used to improve policies, 
programs, and mutual accountability.

Recommendation 4: Independent Audit of Government and International Institutional Data  

Governments and international institutions are uncomfortable with bad news data and/or surveys. 
When bad news is expected, many surveys are stopped or questions are changed to get a more 
favorable outcome.  These manipulations prevent comparability of data over time and tracking of 
trends.  Hence, we call for independence and autonomy of the statistical agencies and disclosure of 
their findings and mechanisms to independent peer review and audit on a periodic basis, so that the 
public can be assured that essential data needed for policy and programming is collected and used 
without bias or governmental manipulation.  We recommend that stakeholders consider forming a 
new funding mechanism which developing countries can draw on to implement recommendations of 
peer reviews.
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Recommendation 5:  Independent, Autonomous, and Financed National Statistical Authorities

We find there is a lack of political leadership to invest in and use statistics, including a lack of stable 
funding and lack of independence of statistical authorities.  Therefore, we recommend that Statistical 
authorities should be aautonomous or semi-autonomous and receive optimal financing as a 
necessity. Creating a financing mechanism for building the much needed in-country capacity and 
independent systems is crucial.

Recommendation 6: Building in citizens and public intellectuals' oversight 

Better finance for better data with complete transparency on methodology, findings, dis-aggregations 
(especially of the marginalised groups and identities) for equity-based tracking of policy and 
programming performance, citizen engagement and mutual accountability is our call! We also call for 
investments in building civil society, media and academic capacity to monitor, read and consume 
data.

Recommendation 7: Ensuring that the private corporate sector fully participating in the Data 
Revolution for Sustainable Development. 

The private corporate sector must be mobilized to be transparent, open, and participate in mutual 
accountability processes as part of the Data Revolution for Sustainable Development. While that 
there is no replacement for public-funded data for public programming and mutual accountability, all 
stakeholders must ensure that the private sector complies with new Data revolution standards, so 
that data ownership and usage continues to be for public good and not for setting up anti-trust 
activities, monopolies or ownership and profiteering.

Recommendation 8:  Use the data revolution for sustainable development to operationalize 
“Mutual Accountability Partnerships (MAPs)”: 

 “Mutual Accountability Partnerships” (MAPs) are proposed to catalyze bold and transformative SDG 
action and impact based on the following #MATCHIT elements:  

a.  Inclusive Multi-stakeholder Platforms

New institutional platforms (from local, sub-national, till international and global) are needed to realize 
“mutual accountability.” Ensuring that there are equal number of women and men is essential, as well 
as, racial, religious, and cultural/tribal group and age-range balance is essential. Balanced 
representation of governments, civil society, and the private sector in the governance structure is 
essential. The conferring of voting rights to all stakeholders is the new norm for MAPs.   MAPs can be 
created in communities, counties/districts, regions, countries, continents, and globally. We feel 
communities/citizens and public officials should be prioritized and so their votes/voices are given 
significant value.

b.  Commitments-to-Action, Universal & Voluntary 

Mutual Accountability Partnerships go beyond simple accountability rhetoric and move to a 
“commitments-to-action” approach. Shared and joint commitments by partners from governments, 
civil society and the private sector can inspire faster & bolder action, can garner enhanced citizen and 
media attention; and can contribute to the mobilization of resources from internal and external 
sources. Sharing of best practices, innovation, leveraging of new opportunities (citizens-led, market-
based and otherwise), and the application of new technologies can also be stimulated by these 
collaborative and committed-based approaches. This critical feature levels power and enables all 
stakeholders, rich or poor, to be equally responsible for action.
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c.  Independent Review Mechanisms (IRMs) 

Commitments-to-action must be paired with “Independent Review Mechanisms” or IRMs.  IRM would 
allow local, regional, and global experts to objectively assess technical soundness, ambition, and 
assess progress towards the “commitments to action.”   IRMs would require the independent 
perspectives of the public, children and young people, to be heard.

d.  Broad-based Children, Youth & Citizen Engagement 

Widespread and authentic citizen engagement in Mutual Accountability Partnership (MAPs) can 
transform policy, mobilize resources, empower bolder action, and catalyzing major political 
transformations. Local children, youth- and citizen-driven monitoring and accountability mechanisms 
are essential for improving budget transparency and service delivery outcomes. If citizens are 
enabled to pay attention, respond, engage, and take responsibility and action, then everyone can be 
empowered to foster an enabling environment for #MATCHIT, and that includes the media too.

e.   Data Revolution for Decision-Making and Mutual Accountability 

Ensuring that data is to the public is a top priority for the data revolution for sustainable development. 
It is critical to acknowledge that the digital divide is still a reality and the data revolution should bridge 
that divide than further the gap, especially data for the good of the bottom billion.  We have identified 
7 major categories of data that need to be considered:

• global reporting systems and surveys; 
• country reporting systems and surveys; 
• open data from governments, the private sector, and institutions on commitments for action; 
• dynamic social data; 
• citizen-generated data; 
• environmental and geospatial data;
• global indices, such as the Human Development Index, the Open Budget Index, etc.  

We believe that an open-sourced data platform that ensures inter-operability of both quantitative and 
qualitative data from multiple sources and institutions across the SDG agenda is now possible. 
Robust use and visualization of open data will provide the basis for transparent measurement and 
tracking systems to monitor progress of the “commitments to action” and the SDG targets and goals.  

FOR MORE INFORMATION, PLEASE CONTACT CO-CHAIRS OF THE #MATCHIT ACTION/2015 
TEAM:

Dr. Paul Zeitz, Global Development Incubator; paulszeitz@gmail.com; Mobile: +1-202-365-6786

Biraj Swain, Co-Director, GCAP, Global Call to Action Against Poverty; biraj.swain@whiteband.org
biraj_swain@hotmail.com;  Mobile: +91-9868524754
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ANNEX:  Recent Data Challenges and Alternate Solutions

Challenges in Defining Hunger: State of Food Insecurity

The current debate on the State of Food Insecurity numbers and hunger definition, has diluted the 
lived realities of the hungry people and made the exercise just a theoretical debate. Coming from the 
global knowledge repositories on hunger and food (the UN food triad based in Rome i.e. FAO-IFAD-
WFP), this is concerning. Their revisions and methodology re-calculation has raised questions on the 
veracity of the numbers. But for the hungry living in times when 1/3rd of the global food produced 
goes to waste, this is an outrage, we can ill-afford! Hence greater clarity and honesty in such number-
crunching is essential.

Challenges in Defining the Poverty Line

The differing definitions of the poverty line and poverty definition which has also gone through some 
serious challenges (India numbers, Asian Development Bank's revised numbers for Asian poverty 
figures et al). From being unrealistically low (as starvation line or destitution line) to completely 
ignoring the living and lived realities of the poor, these exercise demonstrate that statisticians and 
economics are not strategically aligning definitions, data collection protocols, which prevents effective 
design, planning, implementation, nor mutual accountability. 

Initiatives like FAO-Gallup poll’s Voice of the Hungry project where hunger is being co-defined in 
partnership with people living with hunger or the rs100aday.com, where two young people of privilege 
chose to do a self-experiment of living at 100 rupees a day going on to the official Indian poverty line 
of 32 rupees a day, are great examples of new language and pushing the discourse on metrics and 
methods. We call for such initiatives to be inventorised, their learnings’ gleaned and inform the global 
and national statistical and survey processes. 

Bad Data Leads to Bad Programming:  India’s National Family Health Survey

India’s National Family Health Survey in 2004-5 threw greater malnutrition numbers than expected, 
and hence was discontinued for almost 10 years. After concerted campaigning and advocacy by 
nutritionists, public health activists and intellectuals, the same have been revived, after almost 10 
years. The fallout has been almost 10 years of malnutrition programming without - relevant and timely 
data.
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ORGANIZATIONAL SIGNERS, as of 21 October 2014
(in alphabetical order)

CEAMUJER
Challenges
CIVICUS
Climate Change Network Nigeria (CCN Nigeria)
Climate and Sustainable Network of Nigeria (CSDevNet)
Global Campaign Against Poverty (GCAP)
Global Development Incubator (GDI)
Integrated Rural Development Center (IRDC), Bangladesh
Liberians United to Expose Hidden Weapons
Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC)
Networking for Development (NNNGO)
NGO Federation of Nepal
Peace and Life Enhancement Initiative International (PLEII)
Plan International
Seed Institute
Sri Lanka-United Nations Friendship Organisation (SUNFO)
USA Refugee and Immigrants
VSO
Wada Na Todo Abhiyan
World Team Now
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