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I. Identifying Gaps, Wastes and Voids in Policy and Data 

Many policies fail to target vulnerable groups because individuals in those 

groups are not deprived by any “single” dimension. In addition, they are not captured 

by data because different characteristics are measured separately and published one at 

a time in isolation. While vulnerability is the result of several deprivations and can 

identified when characteristics such as age, sex, health, wealth, and location are put 

together. No matter how serious countries are in achieving inclusive growth, it won’t 

be achieved if policy-data landscape is incapable of capturing real vulnerable citizens 

in the frame. Disintegrated policy formulation triggers down to fragmented data 

collection and disintegrated statistics that easily neglect multi-dimensionally deprived 

population groups. In contrary, integrated policies create demand for integrated data 

collection, dissemination and analysis that inform and monitor inclusive development. 

Integrating policy making processes or statistical business processes are not new 

topics. Integration of policy and data has also acquired some attention in the form of 

advocating for user-producer dialogue and evidence-based decision making. However, 

the efforts, especially on the latter, are focused on making use of data that is available 

but currently not being used or improving quality of data that is already being used, and 

data gap based on unmet demand by policy makers. On the other hand, there has been 

very little or no effort in identifying issues or target groups neglected by the policy that 

in principle must be addressed/targeted, data currently being produced that are neither 

demanded nor useful for any policy formulation/monitoring, and policies currently in 

place that are either redundant or not in compliance with agreed principles embedded 

in international conventions ratified by the UN Member States or in conflict with other 

policies (policy-data void, data and policy waste in figure 1).  

Figure1- Policy-Data space diagram 
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Figure1 depicts the space within which policy and data interact. Assumption is 

that policies are formulated based on a set of agreed (nationally or internationally) 

principles. An example of such principles is Universal Declaration of Human Rights1 

which provides fundamental principles that are relevant to everyone and everywhere. 

Yet, social policies endorsed at the national level may not necessarily be in full 

compliance with the Declaration. Under such circumstances, the most comprehensive 

assessment of policy for data requirements can only meet needs of policy and not the 

vulnerable groups who are neglected by the policy. Similar arguments can be made for 

other domains for which international agreements are available. The reason why 

national policies in general have not been able to acknowledge, understand, and address 

needs of the most vulnerable is the absence of collaborative, comprehensive and 

inclusive policy-data integration that is driven by “agreed principles” rather than 

“endorsed policies”.  

Policies are not formulated in a vacuum. Fortunately, in all three dimensions of 

development (Social, Economic, and Environment), there are agreed principles 

embedded in international conventions ratified by the UN Member States. Those 

principles are bedrocks of national policies. National statistical systems are the eyes of 

such policies and naturally should be guided by the same principles underlying national 

policies. When policy-data (or user-producer) dialogues is taking place on the basis of 

endorsed policies (rather than agreed principles), it is likely that dialogue focuses only 

on “data used” and “data gap” in figure 1. In a less undesirable situation, such dialogue 

may also focus on “data unused”. While there are obvious cases of lack of policy that 

is recommended by internationally agreed principles; such as policies that explicitly 

assure equal opportunities for members of society (non-discrimination) as 

recommended by Universal Declaration of Human Rights; or policies that are 

accounting for the impact of economic activities on ecosystem and people’s healthy 

lives as recommended by Rio Declaration on Environment and Development2. It is 

often seen that policy-data dialogue is taking place around what is IN the policy and 

hardly discuss what is NOT IN the policy. Ironically, most of the vulnerable groups, 

and underdeveloped social, economic and environmental issues are not acknowledged 

by the policy documents and therefore are left out of both policy and data (policy-data 

void in figure 1). Millions of dollars are annually spent on collecting data that are never 

being used for various reasons; mainly for lack of demand, lack of relevance, or poor 

quality in general (data waste in figure 1). On the other hand, there are policies that 

society is much better off without them. Discriminative policies, economic activities 

that have more harm to the environment and people’s well-being than their benefits, tax 

reforms that empower the rich and incapacitate the poor, and overlapping or conflicting 

policies are all examples of policy waste (figure 1).  

                                                             
1 http://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/index.html 

 
2 http://www.un.org/documents/ga/conf151/aconf15126-1annex1.htm 
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II. Integrate: Cut the Waste, Close the Gap, Fill the Void 

In order for policy and data to converge within a space defined by the agreed 

principles, we need to expand our knowledge about both.  Specifically, we need to learn 

about the data gaps and data unused, areas in which there is lack of policy and data and 

areas in which policy and data are produced without benefits for identified 

beneficiaries. This involves a collaborative exercise involving all stakeholders and 

aiming to: 

- improve quality and make use of existing data, and produce new data needed 

for policy monitoring (this will shift policy ellipse in figure 1 to the right 

and increases the “monitored” (known knowns in figure 2) area in the 

diagram). 

 

- benchmark policy and data against agreed principles and identify the waste 

and the void parts of each in figure 1. The two go hand in hand as identifying 

and cutting on policy and data waste can potentially release resources that 

may be invested in filling the identified policy-data void. 

 

Therefore, policy-data integration may be defined as “the process of maximizing 

effective interaction between data and policy within the boundaries defined by agreed 

principles”. The main objective of integration should be to expand, to the extent 

possible, our knowledge of knowns; through maximizing coverage of agreed principles 

by monitored policies.  

The key question is how such process can be implemented and where to start 

from? It was already discussed that among three major components (principles, policy, 

and data), the benchmark should be a set of agreed principles used for assessment of 

policy and data and identification of waste, gap and void. Therefore, the first step should 

be to agree, at the national level, on a set of principles (including international 

principles) that cover all three aspects of development; social, economic, environment. 

The second step is assessment; benchmarking policy/data against agreed principles. 

Objective of benchmarking must be identifying parameters and statistical units 

from policies on the issues that are specified by principles. Those statistical units and 

parameters in the policy context are beneficiaries (target groups) of policies and their 

characteristics and issues respectively. The beneficiaries (target groups) are groups of 

entities that are expected to be influenced by implementation of the policy. Those 

entities are typically social (eg. women, children, unemployed, poor, families, 

households, etc), economic (eg. enterprise, establishment, sector, interaction, 

product/service etc), or environmental (eg. oceans, mountains, freshwater, cities, 

forests, species, etc). Understanding of such beneficiaries should naturally define 

statistical units for measurement and assessment.  
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In summary, the process of policy-data integration should start by 

a) agreeing on a set of social, economic and environmental principles; and  

b) benchmarking every policy against all sets of principles and identifying all 

target groups/beneficiaries and issues. The characteristics of the target groups 

and identified issues should be used to define variables and statistical units and 

then indicators, levels of disaggregation, measurement methods and data 

sources. 

 

Ideally, the output of this initial stage can be mapped to depict the share of 

wastes, gaps, voids and data used in existing policy-data space (figure 1) for a given 

national policy making process. The policy-data integration will take place when such 

outputs are used for policy monitoring, policy formulation and revision of the national 

strategy for development of statistics.   

 

 

III. Disaggregation as part of integration 

The SDG’s ambition is that no one is left behind; all goals and targets must be 

achieved for all. The 2030 development agenda has emphasized the role of 

disaggregated statistics in achieving this ambition. The proposed global indicator 

framework3 has identified minimum set of variables for which indicators have to be 

disaggregated when relevant. However, disaggregation is not a separate element from 

integration. It is often said that we need disaggregated statistics to monitor inclusive 

policies. Nevertheless, the relationship between inclusive statistical production (which 

is necessary for producing disaggregated, and appropriately aggregated statistics4) and 

inclusive policies is reciprocal, and both need to inform each other in a systematic and 

iterative process. Disaggregation requirements must be identified in the process of 

policy-data integration. Only through such process both users and producers of statistics 

remain committed to explicitly define ultimate beneficiaries; a process in which neither 

policy nor data define the rules of assessment, but the real beneficiaries through 

commonly agreed principles.  

IV. Need for a tool 

Implementation of the policy-data integration is not straightforward. It is a 

multi-stakeholder exercise that involves scrutinizing every single policy document 

(including sectoral and local policies, programme and strategies) through three different 

lenses (social, economic and environmental principles). The exercise should be 

facilitated by a tool that provides step-by-step guidelines to the stakeholders; helps 

selection of policy documents, explains principles, defines identifications processes and 

                                                             
3 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/indicators/indicators-list/ 
4 Leaving no one behind: right disaggregation and appropriate disaggregation (ESCAP SDG baseline 

report 2016: http://www.unescap.org/publications/statistical-yearbook-asia-and-pacific-2016) 
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guides extracting the outputs in each phase. To date, there is no such tool available to 

producers of statistics to understand the need by policy makers. However, some policy 

content assessment tools have taken similar approach to analyse inclusiveness of policy 

documents by benchmarking against international principles. EQUIFRAMNE is one of 

the available tools that was developed to assess public health policies against core 

concepts of human rights and identified vulnerable groups that in principle have to be 

targeted by public health policies (Amin M et al, 2011). The tool is using human right 

principles as benchmark to identify vulnerable groups that should in principle be 

affected by the policy. Another tool is EquIPP which is developed to assess the extent 

of equity and social inclusion in policy processes (Huss T et al, 2016; Huss T. & 

MacLachlan M, 2017). These tools are developed based on fundamental principles of 

human rights and used in several countries to assess health and social policies (; Ivanova 

O et al, 2015; Hussey M M, & Mannan H, 2016; Mannan H et al, 2012; Mannan H et 

al, 2013; Schneider M et al, 2013). A similar tool may be developed for environmental 

and economic policies separately. Two major characteristics of such tools are that they 

involve only policy makers (often users of statistics) in the assessment process and their 

ultimate outcome is identification of vulnerable groups as identified by single-domain 

principles. However, no policy can ensure addressing the issues of vulnerable groups 

only through a single lens. Every inclusive policy, must take into account social, 

economic and environmental aspects of vulnerability. In addition, it is critical to make 

sure that all stakeholders, including data producers and budgeting and planning entities, 

are involved in the process. In other words, the tool should provide a comprehensive 

principle-based framework that facilitate cooperative and inclusive dialogue among all 

stakeholders. It has to ensure that vulnerable groups and their issues are not only 

identified within the policy documents, but also addressed by monitoring framework 

and budgeting processes.   

In 2017, United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 

Pacific (UNESCAP) assisted the Regional Steering Group (RSG) on population and 

social statistics5 to pilot EQUIFRAME on three different areas; disaster risk 

management, women economic empowerment and poverty eradication. The primary 

objective was to explore possibility of expanding the tool to facilitate understanding of 

the needs for disaggregated statistics. The results of assessment6 showed that the tool 

can be expanded in terms of domains and components to serve not only data needs 

assessment, but also facilitate policy-data integration process through development of 

a national indicator framework (including understanding the need for disaggregated 

statistics). The proposed architecture for the tool (figure 2) consist of three major 

components corresponding to three phases:  

                                                             
5 http://www.unescap.org/events/first-meeting-regional-steering-group-population-and-social-

statistics-and-expert-meeting 
6 http://www.unescap.org/events/regional-workshop-%E2%80%98understanding-data-needs-

inclusive-development%E2%80%99 
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1- Setting agreed principles: This phase consists of adopting three sets of 

principles for three broad domains of development (social, economic, 

environment). The tool can provide a list of internationally agreed principles 

for each domain with description of core concepts and issues to be 

discussed, further revised and agreed upon by all stakeholders 

2- Identifying target groups and issues: At this stage, the tool provides 

stakeholders with a set of specific questions for each principle/core concept 

to identify beneficiaries of the selected policy document. Each policy 

document, regardless of its respective sector, should be assessed against all 

three sets of principles. All three types of entities (target groups) may be 

identified for each part if every policy document separately. The target 

group may or may not be explicitly mentioned in the policy document. This 

phase, must identify beneficiaries according to the principles, not the policy.   

3- Developing indicator framework: In this phase, stakeholders will discuss 

characteristics of the beneficiaries identified in the previous phase, 

understand issues that need to be addressed by the policy, and translate 

issues and characteristics to “measurable” variables. The variables are two 

types, some directly contribute to the indicator development and some listed 

as disaggregation variables.  

  Figure 2- Architecture for policy-data integration tool 
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Producing these outputs, however, is only the first and necessary step in 

policy-data integration. The national statistical systems need to ensure that this process 

is mainstreamed in planning and budgeting process. It is also necessary to put a 

mechanism in place through which indicators are systematically used for monitoring 

and formulation of the national, local and sectoral policies. Finally, indicator 

frameworks should inform reformulation of national strategies for development of 

statistics.  
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