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Guidelines on Data Flows and Global Data Reporting for Sustainable 
Development Goals 
 

I. Introduction 

1. The Millen n iu m Developm e n t Goals’ (M DG) proces s highli g h te d the impor t a n c e 

of robus t and relia b l e data for evide n c e-based decis i o n-making as well as the need to 

effec t i v e l y focus natio n al devel o p m e n t polic i es and progr a m s. As a result of the 

incre a s e d atten t i o n to the key role of data and stati s t i c s and the stati s ti c a l capac i t y 

devel o p m e n t activ i t i e s under t a k e n by inte r n a t i o n a l organ i z a t i o n s, many count r i e s 

stren g t h e n ed their statist i c a l capac i t ie s and increa s e d their data quali t y and avail a b i l i ty. 

The MDG proces s also under s c o r e d that the key conce p t s of coope r a t i o n, coord i n a t i on 

and trans p ar e n c y betwe e n inter n a t i on a l organ i s at i o n s and Natio n a l Stati s t i c a l Systems 

(NSSs) are of the utmos t impor t a n c e in order to provi d e relia b l e, high-quali t y and 

impar t i a l data for decis i on-maker s at the natio n a l, regio n a l and globa l level s.  

2. The Susta i na b l e Developm e n t Goals (SDGs) are unive r s a l, more compl e x and 

much broad e r in scope than the MDGs. As a resul t, they prese n t the signi f i c a n t 

chall e n g e of produ c i n g accur a t e, timel y, and suffi c i e n t l y disag g r e g a t e d data and 

stati s t i c s on a wide range of topic s for the full imple m e n t a t i o n and monit o r i n g of the 

agend a. There f o r e, it is imper a t i v e to under s t a nd the data flows and repor t i n g struc tu r e s 

betwe e n natio n a l and inter n a t i o n a l organ i s a t i o ns and to find commo n gro un d on how to 

work toget h e r in order to have harmo n i s e d and compa r a b l e stati s t i c s and data at the 

natio n a l, regio n a l and inter n a t i o n a l level s. These data flows and repor t i n g struc t u r e s 
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t o g e t h e r to contr i b u t e to the data flows nec es s a r y to have harmo n i s e d stati s t i c s ” for 

global SDG data report i n g.  

4. The purpo s e of this docum e n t is to prese n t guide l i n e s for globa l SDG data 

repor t i n g that ensur e that high quali t y and inter n a t i o n a l l y compa r a b l e data and stati s t i c s 
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s u b s t a n t i v e and techn i c a l work to devel o p inter n a t i o n a l stati s t i c al standa r d s, metho d s 

and guide l i ne s, where neces s a r y […]” and “thro u g h the Inter-Agency and Expert Group 

on Susta i n ab l e Developm e n t Goal Indicat o r s, to furth e r refine and impro v e the globa l 

indic a t o r frame w o r k in order to addre s s cover a ge, align m e n t with targe t s, defin i t i o n of 

terms and devel o p m e n t of metad a t a and to facil i ta t e its impleme n t a t i o n […]” 

(A/RES/71/313 para. 2 and 3). 

8. Since natio na l owner s h i p is a key facto r for this trans f o r m a t i o n at all level s, 

Member State s need to play a centr a l role in the Agenda 2030 proces s. In accor d a nc e 

with A/RES/70/1 para. 74, a commit m e n t was made to respec t natio n a l reali t i e s, 

capac i t i es and polic y prior i t i e s in the follo w-up and revie w proce s s. At the same time, the 

GA emphas i s e s the impor t a n c e of a stron g and revit a l i s e d globa l partn e rs h i p, which 

“brin g s togeth e r Govern me n t s, the priva t e secto r, civil socie ty, the Unite d Natio n s 

syste m and other actor s ” (A/RES/70/1 para. 39). 

9. As the global revie w is to be prima r i l y based on offic i a l stati s t i c s and data from 

NSSs, the GA stress e s “the role of natio n a l stati s t i c a l offic e s as the coord i n a t o r of the 

natio n a l stati s t i c al system.” (A/RES/71/313 para. 6) 

10. A critic a l aspec t in measu r i n g progre s s towar d s the achie v e m e n t of the 2030 

Agenda is to make high-quali t y offic i a l stati s t i c a l infor m a t i o n avail a b l e. Theref o r e, all 

membe r s of inter n a t i o n a l organ i z a t i on s, NSSs and other nation a l autho r i t i e s engag e d in 

the work of compi l i n g data for the SDGs must adher e to the Fundame n t a l Princ i p l es of 

Offic i a l Stati s t i c s. In addit i o n, inter n a ti o n a l and supra n a t i o n a l organ i s a t i o ns are expec t e d 

to follo w the Princ i p l e s Governin g Interna t i o n a l Stati s t i c a l Activiti e s 1.  

11.    The Generic Nation a l Quali t y Assuran c e Framewo r k templ a t e, which was fully 

endor s e d by the UNSC at its forty-third sessi o n in 2012, gives guida n c e to count r i e s on 

ensur i n g thes e quali t y requi r e m e n t s.  

12. The Unite d Natio n s Economi c and Socia l Council (ECOSOC) states that 

imput a t i o n of stati s ti c s by all inter n a ti o n a l agenc i e s shoul d be avoid e d “unle s s speci f i c 

count r y data are avail a b l e for relia b l e imput a t i o n s follo w i n g consu l t a t i o ns with conce rn e d 

count r i e s and throu g h trans p a r e n t metho d o l o g i es ” (ECOSOC Resolu t i o n 2006/6 para. 

5c). 

                                                 
1 https://unstats.un.org/unsd/accsub-public/principles_stat_activities.htm 
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13. For the SDGs, the GA “urges inter na t i o n a l organ i z a t i o n s to base the globa l 

revie w on data produ c ed by Nation a l Stati s t i c a l 
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18.  Interna t i o n a l agenc i e s also adher e to the Princ i p l e s Governin g Intern a t i o na l 
Stati s t i c a l Activit i e s, endor s e d by the Committe e for the Coordina t i o n of Stati s t i c al 
Activit i e s on 14 Septem b e r 2005 and reaff i r m e d by the Committe e in March 2014. 

19.      These two sets of princ i p l es provi d e overa r c h i n g guida n c e on the produ c t i o n, 
disse m i n a t i on and harmo n i z a t i o n of data and stati s t i c s that all parti e s invol v e d in the 
globa l data repor t i n g proc e s s must follo w.  

20.      Some key guidi ng princ i p l es that are espec i a l l y impor t a n t for data repor t i n g and 
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22.  All parti e s invol v e d in the proce s s of data repor t i n g on the SDGs are reque s t e d to 

compl y with the follo w i n g: 

a) Global repor t i n g on SDG indicat o r s shoul d be prima r i l y based on data and stati s ti c s 

produ c e d by NSSs. 

b) The coord i na t i n g role of NSOs in the NSSs shoul d be encou ra g e d and centr a l to the 

repor t i n g proce s s, while also respect i n g and promo t i n g the exist i n g data repor t i n g 

arran g e m e n t s betwe e n other actor s in the NSS and custo d i a n agenc i e s in a 

trans p a r e n t manne r. 

c) The use of appro p r i a t e data trans m i s s i o n stand a rd s and tools that enabl e the 

autom a t i o n of data excha n g e s, such as Stati s t i c a l Data and Metad a t a eXcha n g e 

(SDMX) and web Applicat i o n Progr a m Interfa c e s (APIs), for the colle c t i o n and 

excha n g e of SDG data in an open data forma t shoul d be promo t e d. 

d) Metada t a for all indic a t or s shoul d alway s be provi d e d accord i n g to scien t i f i c 

stand a r d s that inclu d es (at a minim u m) infor m a t i o n on the sourc e s, defini t i o n s, 
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i i i. Global metad a t a are provi d e d by the custo d i a n agenc i e s to the Unite d Natio n s 

Stati s t i c a l Divisio n for an incre a s e d under s t a n d i ng of the data in globa l data 

repor t i n g. To facil i t at e and stand a r d iz e metad a t a submi s s i o ns, custo di a n 

agenc i e s are expec t e d to use the metad a t a templ a t e for globa l SDG indicat o r s 

that was agree d upon by the IAEG-SDGs.  The metad a t a is expec t e d to 

inclu d e, inter alia, adjus tme n t s made to natio n a l data, the metho d o l o g y used for 

these adjus tme n t s, and the metho d o l o g i e s used for any imput a t i o n of missi n g 

value s. Furtherm o r e, the metad a t a will be dissemi n a t e d joint l y with the 

corre s p o n d i n g time serie s publi s hed in the UNSD SDG Indicat o r Global 

Databas e.  

e) For all global indic a t o rs that requi r e natio n a l level data, NSOs can ident i f y a SDG 

data conta c t perso n(s), who will be infor m e d syste m a t i c a l l y throu g h email on the 

time s when cust o d i a n agen c i e s are coll e c ti n g, proce s s i n g and diss e m i na t i n g data 

for Susta i n ab l e Develop m e n t Goal indic a t o r s, inclu d i n g in those cases where the 

custo d i a n agenc y ’ s prima r y conta c t is in a line minis t r y. In cases where no conta c t 

perso n is ident i f i e d, the NSO shoul d be consi d e re d the focal point until a final 

decis i o n is reach e d betwe e n the count r y and the custo d i a n agenc y. These conta c t 

perso n s in the NSO are expec t e d to respo n d to reque s t s from custo d i a n agenc i e s in 

a timel y ma nne r and facil i t a t e the coord i n a t i o n of data trans m i s s i o n withi n the NSSs 

for globa l repor t i n g on the SDGs. The NSO shou l d be infor m e d about, and if 

appro p r i a t e, consu l t e d or close l y invol v e d when custo d i a n agenc i e s carry out pilot 

studi e s or house h o l d surve y s for SDGs.  

f) A lead custod i a n agenc y shoul d be ident i f i e d for each SDG indicat o r, inclu d i n g a 

data focal point in the corre s p o n d i ng agenc y. In cases of co-custo d i a ns h i p of 

indic a t o r s, the custo d i an agenc i e s shoul d joint l y deter m i n e the focal point s(s). The 

deter m i n a t i o n of these focal points will depen d on the natur e of the speci fi c 

indic a t o r. A list of custo d i a n agenc y data focal point s is avail ab l e on the Unite d 

Natio n s Stati s t i c s Division (UNSD) SDGs websit e 2 and update d as neces s a r y. 

g) Custodi a n agenc i e s will estab l i s h and publi s h a timet a b l e for the collec t i on of 

prima r y data and stati s ti c s used in globa l repor t i ng for the SDGs from NSSs, 

inclu d i n g timef r a m e s for harmo n i s a t i o n and appro v a l proce d u r e s, while coord i n a t i n g 

                                                 
2 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/dataContacts/ 
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a n d arran g i n g data reque s t s and techn i c a l consu l t a t i o n s in a worka b l e and timel y 

manne r that fores e e s at least one month for data provi d e r s to respo n d. This data 

coll e c ti o n cale n d a r is avai l a b l e on UNSD’s SDGs websi t e 3 and any updat e s to these 

timet a b l e s shoul d be commu n i c a t e d to the data provi d e r s and the natio na l SDG 

data conta c t perso n in the NSO, if provi d e d. 

h) NSOs and NSSs  will colle c t data accor d i n g to the Fundame n t a l Princ i pl e s of Offic i al 

Stati s t i c s and provi d e these data and metad a t a in a timel y manne r to custo d i a n 

agenc i e s for use in globa l repor t i n g. NSOs and NSSs shoul d, when possi b l e and 

consi s t en t with natio n a l prior i t i e s and reali t i e s, use inter n a t i on a l l y agree d stand a r d s, 

metho d o l o g i e s and defini t i o n s in their data and stati s t i c al produ c t i o n in order to 

avoid the need for inter na t i o n a l harmo n i z a t i o n of natio n a l data/stati s ti c s as much as 

poss i b l e.  

i) Custodia n agenc i e s and NSSs are expec t e d to work toget h e r towar d s ensur i n g the 

most trans p a r e n t and effic i e n t way of repor t i n g SDG indicat o r s for both Natio n a l and 

Intern a t i o n a l Stati s t i c al Syste m s. Thi s means utili z i n g natio n al SDG indicat o r 

repor t i n g platf o r m s, where avail a b l e.  The natio n al SDG indicat o r repor t i n g platf o r m s 

shoul d conta i n the under l y i n g data and metad a t a of the indic a t o r s so users can 

under s t a n d how they are compi l e d.  Already wel l-estab l i s h ed data repor t i n g 

mecha n i s m s also need to be consi de r e d. In certa i n cases, count r i e s in a regio n may 

also choos e to decla r e a regio n a l datab a s e as the prima r y so urc e for custo d i a n 

agenc i e s to retri e v e natio n a l data.  

j) In cases where no nation a l data are provi d e d by the NSS an d/or there is no other 

effec t i v e and well-estab li s h e d data repor t i n g mecha n i s m, the custo d i a n agenc y will 

discu s s with the NSO/NSS: 

i. The avail a b i l i t y of other data sourc es, inclu di n g those outsi de the NSS 

and/or new data sourc es;  

ii.  The natio n a l plans for futur e produ c t i o n of these data and stati s t i c s; and 

iii. Reach an agreem e n t wi th the NSO and/or NSS on a mechan i s m to 

valid a t e and trans m i t these data and stati s t i c s. In the case of new data 
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s o u r c e s, the custo d i a n agenc y shoul d ensur e that capac i t y is built withi n 

the NSS an d that data devel o p m e n t is coord i n ate d, coher e n t and align e d 

with other natio n a l acti v i t i e s.  

k) If adjus t m e n t s and estima t e s of count r y data are made, custo d i a n agenc i e s are 

stron g l y recom m e n d e d to under t a k e consu l t a ti o ns with countr i e s throu g h a fully 

trans p a r e n t mecha n i s m.  Nation a l count e r p a r t s have the respo n s i b i l i t y to revie w the 

infor m a t i o n provi d e d by the custo d i an agenc y durin g the desig n a t e d time frame and 

notif y the custo d i a n agenc y if any issue s are ident i f i e d. If a natio n a l count e r p a r t 

requi r e s addit i o n a l time to revie w this infor m a t i o n, they will notif y the custod i a n 

agenc y in advan c e to allow for a mutua l l y agree a b l e solut i on to be identi f i e d. If there 

is no respo ns e from the conta c t perso n and/or the NSO withi n one month and with  

court e s y remin d e r s from the custo d i a n agenc y, this will be taken as agree m e n t with 

the stati s ti c s share d by the custo d i an agenc y and these value s can be repor t e d in 

the UNSD SDG Indicato r s Global Database.  

l) Interna t i o n a l agenc i e s and NSSs are stron g l y recom m e n d e d to coord i n a te their data 

colle c ti o n work and to estab l i s h effec t i v e and effic i e n t data shari n g arran g e m e n t s to 

avoid dupli c a t i o n of effort s. Data for SDG global monit o r i n g provi d e d to the 
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s t a t i s t i c a l metho d s and data sourc es exclu s i v e l y on the basis of scien t i fi c and 

stati s t i c a l l y robus t consi d e r a t i o n s, inclu d i n g trans p a r e n t docum e n t a t i o n and 

adher i n g to the Fundame n t a l Princ i pl e s of Offic i al Stati s t i c s and the Princ i p l e s 

Governi n g Intern a t i o n a l Stati s t i c a l activ i t i e s for custo d i a n agenc i e s. 

b) In cases where data are provi d e d by an entit y outsi d e of the NSS (intern a t i o n a l data 

colle c ti o n, other gover n m e n t offic e s, other data sourc e), the custo d i a n agenc y is 

expec t e d to consu l t with the data provi d e r, the natio n a l contac t perso n and/or NSO 

to ensur e that there is agree m e n t on the data and metad a t a being used. The 

repre s e n t a t i v e(s) from the NSO/NSS are expec t e d to activ e l y engag e in these 

consu l t a ti o ns in order to ensur e a solut i o n agree ab l e to all parti e s is adopte d. This 

consu l t a ti o n is espec i a l l y impor t a n t in cases where there exist multi p l e natio n a l data 

sourc e s for the same indic a t o r and the custo d i a n agenc y, worki n g toget h er with the 

NSO/NSS, must deter m i n e what data sourc e is most appro p r i a t e to use for globa l 

monit o r i n g. The decis ion on wheth e r to utili s e the data set shall be taken in 

conse n s us with the listed natio n a l conta c t person and/or the NSO and shoul d take 

into accou n t the profe s s i o n a l and scien t i f i c indepe n d e n c e of the data provi d e r, the 

use of scient i f i c metho ds and impar t i a l i t y, while also keepi ng in mind the two 

impor t a n t princ i p l e s of count r y owner s h i p of SDG monitor i n g and the value of 

inter n a t i o n a l l y compa r a b l e data and stat i s t i c s. If no agree m e n t is reach ed betwe e n 

the custo d i an agenc y and the NSO/NSS, the na tio n a l data for this indic a t o r shoul d 

not be includ e d in the UNSD’s globa l SDG datab as e,  but may be used for the 
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c l a s s i f i c a ti on s; to fill data gaps; or to harmo n i z e data from diffe r e n t natio na l offic i al 

sourc e s, the follo w i n g guidi n g princ i p l e s shall apply: 

a) The custo d i a n agenc y selec t s the most appro p r i a t e stati s ti c al metho d s and data 

sourc e s, exclu s i v e l y on the basis of scien t i fi c and stati s ti c a l l y robus t consi d e r a t i o n s, 

in order to calcu l a t e the adjus t e d value s. The poten t i a l error s, the adjus t ed value s 

and the chos e n metho d o l o g i c a l appro a c h and all techn i c a l docum e n t a t i o n are 

stron g l y recom m e n d e d to be provi d e d to the NSO and the natio n a l data provi d e r in 

a transp a r en t manne r in order to facil i t a t e valid a t i o n and the repli c a b i l i t y of the 

numbe r s. 

b) The custo d i a n agenc y invit e s the liste d natio n a l conta c t perso n in the relev a n t 

gover n m e n t agenc y and/or the NSO to parti c i p a t e in techn i c a l consu l t a ti o ns with the 

aim to valid a t e the adjus t e d or estim a t e d value s. The nation a l conta c t perso n is 

expec t e d to revie w the infor m a t i o n pr ovi d e d and commu n i c a t e any comme n t s or 

conce r n s to the custo d i an agenc y withi n one month. If an agree m e n t is reach e d on 

the metho d o l o g y used for inter n a t i o na l l y compa r a b l e indic ato r s, or if no respo n s e is 

recei v e d durin g this time perio d with a court e s y remin d e r the corre s p o n d i n g value s 

will be publis h e d in the globa l SDG databas e and all thema t ic a l l y conne c t e d 

inter n a t i o n a l publi c a t i on s in order to avoid discr ep a n c i e s.  T he same met ho d o l o g y 

will be adopte d for subseq u e n t years until the count r y is able to compi l e the 

indic a t o r accor d i n g to inter n a t i o n a l stand a r d s and defin i t i o ns. 

c) If a count r y disag r e e s with the metho d o l o g y used to produ c e the inter n a t i on a l l y 

compa r a b l e indic a t o r s or the indic a t or value itsel f, the conta c t perso n and/or NSO is 

expec t e d to provi d e the reaso n s for its non-accept a n c e to the corre s p o n d i n g 

custo d i a n agenc y. Custodia n agenc i e s and the NSO/NSS shoul d discu s s this 

disag r e e m e n t in an open manne r and try to reach a mutua l l y agree a b l e solut i o n.  If 

after havin g these discu s s i o n s no agree m e n t is reach e d on the metho d o l o g y used 

and/or the indic a t o r value, the count ry’ s natio n a l data for the indic a t o r shoul d not be 

inclu d e d in the UNSD SDG Global datab a s e, but may be use d for the calcu l a t i o n of 

regio n a l and globa l aggre g a t e s. 

25. In case the custo d i a n agenc y sees no need for adjus t m e n t s, the data provi d e d by 

NSS can be direc t l y trans m i t t e d to the Unite d Natio n s Stati s tic s Division Global SDG 
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Database via the custo di a n agenc y. The custo d i a n agenc y shoul d copy the SDG contact 

perso n s when trans m i t t i n g the data to the UNSD SDG Indicat o r s Global datab a s e. 

26. Techni c a l assi s t a nc e shou l d be provi d e d to count r i e s by custo d i a n agen c i e s in 

areas where data are not avail a b l e, are of low quali t y, diffe r due to diffe re n t 

metho d o l o g i e s and defini t i o n s, are not compl i a n t with inter n at i o n a l standa r d s, there is 

insuf f i c i e n t techn i c a l capac i t y, or where indic a t o rs are not yet calcu l a te d but the 

under l y i n g data exist. This techn ic a l assis t a n c e will stren g t he n natio n a l data syste m s 

and enabl e count r i e s to produ c e their own data in the long run. 
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Glossary of Terms 

Note on terms included in glossary: The definitions of the terms included below are 

intended to clarify the meaning of these terms as they are used in these guidelines. 

Different governments and national statistics systems may have their own definitions of 

these terms inscribed in national laws and the definitions included in these guidelines in 

no way supersede those nationally agreed definitions. In addition, the definitions 

provided below are not endorsed by the United Nations Statistical Commission nor does 

the IAEG-SDGs request such an endorsement of the definitions of these terms. 

- Official statistics and data from National Statistical Systems -  Official data from 

NSSs r e f e r to  q u a l i t a t i v e or quant i t a t i v e data inclu d i n g non-tradi t i o n a l types of data 

produ c e d and/or disse m i n a t e d by an offic i a l nation a l insti tu t i on such as the NSO or 

other govern m e n t a l agency or depart m e n t. Official Statistics from NSSs r e f e r to 

stati s t i c s disse m i n a t e d by the NSS, except i n g those that are expli c i t l y state d not to 

be offi c i al. 

- Non-traditional data  - Data that are produ c e d by non �æg o v e r n m e n t a l natio n a l 

sourc e s inclu d i n g priva t e secto r, NGOs, academ i c resea r c h. 

 

- Internationally comparable data and statistics  (or International data series) – 

Data,  s t a t i s ti c s, indica t o rs or aggre ga t e s produ c e d by a UN agenc y or other 

inter n a t i o n a l organ i s a t i on in accor d an c e with the Princ i p l e s Governi n g Intern a t i o n a l 

Stati s t i c a l Activit i e s formu l a t e d by the Committ e e for the Coordin a t i o n of Stati s t i c al 

Activit i e s. 

 

- Custodian agency  – An inter n a t i o na l or regio n al organ i z a t i on that collec t s data for 

globa l SDG indicat o r s from count r i e s, compil e s inter n a t i o n a l l y compa r a b l e data in 

the diffe r e n t stati s t i c a l domai n s, suppo r t s incre a s e d adopt i o n and compl i a n c e with 

inter n a t i o n a l l y agree d stand a r d s and str en g t h e n s natio n a l stati s t i c al capac i t y, 

compi l e s inter n a t i o n a l data serie s, calcu l a t e s globa l and regio n a l aggre ga t e s and 

provi d e s data and metad a t a to the Stati s t i c s Division for inclus i o n in the UNSD SDG 

Indicat o r s Global Databas e.  
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