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Using and Improving
Data

What is it?

Why is it important?

Data are simply information, facts or evidence about
something that can be used in calculating, analysing,
reasoning or planning. Data may be quantitative (i.e.
information that is conveyed by numbers) or qualitative
(i.e. information that is conveyed by descriptive language.) Data may also be official or non-official. Official
data are generally produced by National Statistical
Offices (NSOs) and include data gathered from formal
government processes such as censuses or household
surveys. Ideally, all official data should be ‘open data’
meaning that they are freely available for everyone to
access, use and republish as they wish, without restrictions from copyright, patents or other mechanisms of
control.162

The 2030 Agenda recognizes that quality, accessible,
timely and reliable disaggregated data are essential to
measure progress on the SDGs and to ensure that no
one is left behind.166 In relation to accountability, data
are critical to monitor progress on the SDGs, ensuring
that citizens know what their government is doing and
are able to assess whether it is working. Data on the situation of vulnerable or marginalized groups are
particularly critical in order to determine whether governments are fulfilling the pledges to leave no one
behind and to reach the furthest behind first. Holding
data is power and access to data can open the door to
conversations with policy makers, allowing CSOs and citizens alike to validate, challenge or identify gaps in
official narratives of SDG progress. Where official data
on the SDGs are generated in a participatory manner,
they can empower citizens and support a people-centred approach to accountability by ensuring that citizens
themselves are engaged in reporting and providing
rationale for SDG progress.

Non-official data are data that are produced by non-governmental actors such as research institutions,
academia, the private sector, CSOs or citizens themselves.163 ‘Citizen-generated data’ are defined by the
DataShift initiative as “data that people or their organisations produce to directly monitor, demand or drive
change on issues that affect them.”164 This data may be
generated through research, social audits, crowd-sourcing online platforms, mobile phone and SMS surveys,
phone calls, reports, storytelling, social media and community radio.165

Non-official data – including citizen-generated data – are
especially important for accountability as they can offer
a more complex and accurate picture of progress at all
levels. Such data can complement official sources of
data, fill gaps in data and/or supplement official report-
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ing when the quality, availability or impartiality of official
data is insufficient.167 The use of non-official data from
different sources can also help to build trust and credibility among citizens regarding the accuracy of official
monitoring and reporting on SDG progress.168 Further,
non-official data can help to ensure that people’s perspectives and experiences – including communities or
population groups that may be overlooked by official
data collection processes – are documented and taken
into account in SDG implementation and follow-up and
review processes.169 Although the 2030 Agenda does not
explicitly recognize the role of non-official data, the UN
General Assembly has adopted a resolution that “recommends that national statistical systems explore ways
to integrate new data sources into their systems to satisfy new data needs of the 2030 Agenda.”170 Non-official
data should be considered as valid and credible as official data if their methodologies are as robust and open
to public scrutiny as those used to produce official
data.171

How can it be used?
There are many ways that CSOs can engage with data to
promote accountability for the SDGs, including the following:

• Develop a government-wide policy on open data,
through an inclusive process, that sets standards for
how the government will manage and release information on the SDGs;
• Create public listings of all government data related
to the SDGs;
• Establish new legal rights for the public to access
government data on the SDGs;
• Proactively engage with and support data users to
access data on the SDGs; and
• Require that open data commitments apply to all
organizations handling public data.
2. Promote and support basic data literacy – Data in
themselves may not be meaningful without skilled data
users who can understand and translate complex information into simple messages for a broader set of
accountability actors. CSOs can promote and support
basic data literacy for information intermediaries (‘infomediaries’) such as the media, social media users, civil
society groups and citizens, as a way to support the use
of data as an accountability tool.173 Data literacy skills
include digging, collecting, cleaning, analysing, visualizing and communicating data to the public and
decision-makers.174

1. Advocate for official data to be open – As an initial
step, CSOs can engage in advocacy to make official data
on the SDGs more open and available. Depending on
the context, CSOs may wish to urge their government to
do one or all of the following:172
• Make a strong public commitment to open data on
the SDGs;
• Identify and begin to publish some public information on the SDGs as open data;

TIP: CSOs should consider engaging young people as
SDG infomediaries. Young people are often well positioned to play this unique role with the support of
data specialists.

3. Produce and support citizen-generated data –
CSOs can play an important role in producing data on
the SDGs as well as supporting the production of citizen-generated data. CSOs can invest financial support
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and other resources to build the capacity of civil society
and citizens – including women, men and children – to
collect, process and analyse data on the SDGs, including disaggregated data.175 The production of
survey-based perception and experiential data – which
measure the direct needs, priorities, perceptions and
experiences of citizens themselves – can be particularly
valuable in supporting a people-centred approach to
accountability for the SDGs.176
In producing citizen-generated data, CSOs should seek
to work in a participatory manner with vulnerable and
marginalized groups who are often excluded from official data collection processes. Data generated by
people in the margins are important to build a deeper
understanding of the underlying issues that perpetuate poverty and inequality and to be able to hold
governments accountable for their commitment to
reach those furthest behind.177 The participation of
marginalized groups in data collection and analysis can
support their empowerment and help to open up and
build a constructive dialogue with decision-makers to
promote greater accountability. Further, engaging
marginalized groups in producing data on the SDGs
may help to address potential concerns about privacy

and identification.
CSOs engaged in producing data on the SDGs should
take the following into consideration:178
a. Data-gathering methodology – Is the methodology
clear and consistent, and does it conform with the
basic principles of a human rights-based approach to
data?
b. Types of measurement – What are the types of measurement used and how can they be aligned with SDG
data-gathering efforts?
c. Verification of data – Can the data be adequately verified in accordance with key principles of data validation
and verification?
d. Digital divide – Is there a risk of creating a ‘digital
divide’ if the data are generated through internet-based
or Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
applications?
e. Capacity-building – Are there measures in place to
ensure adequate data and methodological literacy of
those collecting the data?

179
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A human rights-based approach to data180
In general, all data collection on the SDGs should be guided by the Human Rights-Based Approach to Data
(HRBAD) developed by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR). The HRBAD
guidance highlights:
• Participation – Data collection processes should ensure the free, active and meaningful participation
of relevant stakeholders, including vulnerable and marginalized groups.
• Data Disaggregation – Data should be disaggregated by key characteristics identified in international
human rights law in order to compare population groups and understand the situation of specific groups.
• Self-identification – Population groups should be self-defining, and individuals should have the option
to disclose, or withhold, information about their personal characteristics. Data collection should not
create or reinforce discrimination, bias or stereotypes.
• Transparency – Those collecting data should provide clear, openly accessible information about the
process. Data collected by the State should be openly accessible to the public.
• Privacy – Data disclosed by individuals should be protected and kept private, and the confidentiality of
individuals’ responses and personal information should be maintained.
• Accountability – Those collecting data are accountable for upholding human rights in their processes.
Data should be used to hold States and other actors accountable for human rights.

TIP: CSOs should consider using innovative methods
such as social media and online platforms, SMS and
mobile phone technology, radio and crowdsourcing to
collect citizen-generated data.

4. Engage in partnerships on data – CSOs can seek to
establish effective partnerships in relation to data collection, both with National Statistical Offices (NSOs) as
well as other key actors such as National Human Rights
Institutions (NHRIs), academia and the private sector.
There is a significant amount of SDG-relevant data produced by non-state actors that can be brought to the
attention of NSOs who may be able to play a role in
coordinating data from different sources. Further,
NSOs may be able to provide resources and tools that

assist non-State data collectors – such as CSOs – to collect quality data and to improve the comparability and
usefulness of that data.181 Other actors such as NHRIs
may be able to assist CSOs in vetting potentially sensitive data,182 while CSOs can help NHRIs by working with
vulnerable and marginalized groups to produce citizen-generated data. Collaborative efforts through
effective data partnerships can strengthen and expand
data collection and disaggregation for the SDGs and
help to ensure that data is shared and easily accessible
to all, thereby strengthening the potential use of data
for accountability for the 2030 Agenda.

180 Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) (2018). A Human Rights-Based Approach to Data: Leaving No One Behind in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. https://www.
ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/HRIndicators/GuidanceNoteonApproachtoData.pdf
181 DIHR (2017). Human Rights and Data, p. 37.
182 DIHR (2017). Human Rights and Data, p. 39.
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Key Resources:
• The Open Government Guide (2015), by the Open Government Partnership, includes a chapter on ‘Open Government Data’ that provides useful information on the steps that governments can take to make data more open.
See: https://www.opengovpartnership.org/resources/open-government-guide
• The DataShift initiative provides links to online resources that support citizen-generated data. See: http://civicus.org/thedatashift/resources/
• A Human Rights-Based Approach to Data: Leaving No One Behind in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development (2018), by the UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, provides general guidance on a
human rights-based approach to data (HRBAD), with a focus on data collection and data disaggregation. See:
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/HRIndicators/GuidanceNoteonApproachtoData.pdf
• The Commonwealth Youth Development Index: National and Regional Toolkit (2016) by the Commonwealth
Secretariat, provides information on building a local, national or regional level Youth Development Index (YDI).
See: http://cmydiprod.uksouth.cloudapp.azure.com/sites/default/files/2016-10/National%20YDI%20Toolkit.pdf
• SDG16 Data Initiative. See: https://sdg16report.org/
• Expanding the Data Ecosystem: The role of “Non-Official” Data for SDG Monitoring and Review, by the TAP
Network. See: https://docs.google.com/viewerng/viewer?url=http://tapnetwork2030.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/
Non-OfficialDataforSDGMonitoringandAccountability_FINAL.pdf&hl=en
• SDG Goal 16 Data Indicators, by the TAP Network. See: http://tapnetwork2030.org/our-work/sdg-goal-16-indicators/
• Global SDG Indicators: Building a Framework that is Fit For Purpose, by the TAP Network. See: http://tapnetwork2030.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/
TAP-Position-Paper-on-Global-Indicators-and-Statistical-Commission-FINAL.pdf
• Making them Count: Using indicators and data to strengthen accountability for the SDGs, by the TAP Network.
See: http://tapnetwork2030.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/04/SDG-16-Making-them-Count-Workshop-Summary.pdf
• The DataShift initiative by CIVICUS and partners aims to build the capacity and confidence of CSOs to produce
and use citizen-generated data to monitor sustainable development progress, demand accountability and campaign for transformative change. See: http://civicus.org/thedatashift/
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Case Study: Harnessing Civil Society Expertise in Data Collection and
Analysis
Already, many CSOs have become experts in collecting and analysing data through methodologies that
could be useful to governments tracking implementation of the SDGs. For example, data can be utilized
from global surveys (e.g. Transparency International’s Global Corruption Barometer) or more localized data
generated by marginalized people at the community level (e.g. the citizen-generated data project Map
Kibera). Some CSOs also analyse data from publicly available (open) sources (e.g. the Publish What You
Fund Aid Transparency Index), while others collate data through expert assessments (e.g. CIVICUS’s annual
State of Civil Society Report). Many NGOs have also started utilizing crowdsourcing technology for better
data collection and analysis. Such initiatives could revolutionize monitoring efforts by enabling citizens to
share their experiences and feedback on government policy gaps or failures. For example, in Egypt, HarassMap183 operates as a digital platform that allows people to report harassment. This information is then
showcased via a mapping tool indicating where such incidents have occurred, enabling policymakers to
better target their efforts. Likewise, in India, the IPaidABribe184 website has been a raging success, enabling
people across the nation to report demands for bribes from government officials. This data is then mapped,
and more detailed stories are included to enable follow-up by authorities. The website has been so successful that it has been replicated in 14 countries to date.185

Case Study: Using Data to Reduce Corruption and Bribery
Global: Some governments and their agencies – such as the government of Malaysia and the Anti-Corruption Commissions of Thailand and Indonesia – use Consumer Price Index results as a key performance
indicator to measure their anti-corruption efforts. Moreover, the CPI is distributed to Transparency International’s network via the internet, including through social media sites. The results receive considerable
media coverage both domestically and internationally. Drawing on the findings of the 2016 CPI, Transparency International published several web features illustrating how CPI scores translate to reality in the
indexed countries, and what this means for each region in the world.186

183 HarassMap (2018). http://harassmap.org/en/
184 I Paid a Bribe (2018). http://www.ipaidabribe.com/
185 TAP Network. Goal 16 Toolkit, p. 17.
186 SDG16 Data Initiative Report (2017). http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/corruption_and_inequality_how_populists_mislead_peple; http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/africa_corruption_is_a_big_issue_in_2016_african_elections; http://www.transparency.org/news/feature/americas_sometimes_bad_news_is_good_news; http://www.transparency.
org/news/feature/asia_pacific_fighting_corruption_is_side_lined.

