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The big picture

What we measure, and how we measure it, is closely linked with the way we define 
and interpret development. A major strength of the current Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) is that they have time-bound quantitative targets and measurable 
indicators. At the same time, the MDGs have been criticised for being too simplistic, 
neglecting social dimensions and inequalities in terms of gender, age, ethnicity and 
other variables. 

The MDGs have been turned into a one-size-fits-all model as goals. Originally envis-
aged as global, they have been interpreted as national goals with uniform numerical 
targets blind to country-specific conditions. For some countries this has set the bar 
too high, whereas others have lacked the incentives to act. While many developing 
countries have made progress on several goals and indicators, this has often not ben-
efited the poorest members of society.

Calls are now being made for a different metrics in the post-2015 framework, goals 
that accommodate greater social diversity and a more complex approach to develop-
ment and human welfare. However, many developing countries are hampered by a 
lack of the most basic data on key social and economic variables governing people’s 
lives.

As the High Level Panel on the post-2015 agenda recently concluded: ‘We need a data 
revolution.’ This seminar explored how best to measure development, looking ahead 
to the post-2015 framework.



The Power of Numbers

Sakiko Fakuda-Parr is used to looking at the darker side 
of numbers, ‘where numbers can play tricks and control 
thinking’.  She has applied her critical analysis in the 
context of the MDGs, unveiling the unintended conse-
quences of an over-reliance on numbers in goal-setting.

Over the last decade, Fakuda-Parr says, the MDGs have 
become the consensus framework of international co-
operation. Initially intended as a communications tool, 
the MDGs quickly ‘took on a life of the their own and 
became a framework, strategy and agenda in their own 
right’.  Once the goals were defined and the targets set, 
they began to shape the way that development was un-
derstood –but with dramatically reductionist consequenc-
es for how development and poverty were construed. 

The MDGs, she acknowledges, have mobilised support 
for development and focused the world’s attention on 
poverty and human well-being. Undoubtedly, the com-
mitment to eradicating extreme poverty as an urgent 
priority is a major achievement. Tackling AIDs is another 
example of where the MDGs have been successful. 

There have also been ambiguous effects resulting from 
the MDGs, notably in the goals referencing water, 
sanitation, maternal mortality, child survival and educa-
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tion. (And then there have also been the ‘poor cousins’: 
employment, food and global partnerships.) Nevertheless, 
Fakuda-Parr argues, the implications of this framework 
go far beyond the question of whether poverty reduction 
or any of the other 2015 targets are achieved. The frame-
work itself has wide-reaching influence on both policy 
priorities and development thought. 

The intended policy objective of the MDGs is to draw 
attention to important but neglected social priorities. 
However, the set of goals have also had unintended 
consequences, distorting priorities by displacing attention 
from other objectives, disrupting ongoing programmes 
and advocacy alliances, creating perverse incentives and 
undermining alternative analyses and policy strategies.

Indicators, such as those applied to the MDGs, are tools 
of governance, she says. In their scientific certitude and 
concreteness, they create incentives for policy change by 
setting standards that monitor performance.  

Numbers also have a ‘knowledge effect’ in that they are 
used to describe and define the social world – not vice 
versa. They are ‘reductionist’ and redefine the meaning 
of development. Numbers, for example, reify intangible 
concepts like poverty into indicators (such as ‘every child 
in school’). In this way, the indicators ignore contextual 
specificity and flatten everything into a universal ‘one 
size fits all’ target.  Ultimately, they reframe development 
as delivering measured results, rather than transformative 
change. 

Many of the indicators were weakly conceptualised, notes 
Fakuda-Parr, and added to the reductionist policy and 
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knowledge effects. They were inconsistent with human 
rights standards, are misaligned with development priori-
ties, impossible to disaggregate and have the potential for 
creating perverse incentives.

Fukuda-Parr also looks at the social component of  
development – an aspect that is absent from technocratic 
solutions posited by big aid machines such as the Gates 
Foundation, which, for example, focuses on fortified 
foods and medicinal intervention for nutrition as opposed 
to addressing the contexts in which nutritional  
issues exist. In the current post-2015 debate, she notes, 
civil society is asking for transformational agendas.

She argues that the MDGs were not as simple and benign 
as we thought they were: ‘Because the MDGs were intro-
duced as monitoring benchmarks, they were turned into 
an agenda and we fell in love with numbers because of 
their aura of scientific certitude and their simple mes-
saging power. We have to remember that global goals 
are there to mobilise attention; like slogans – take them 
seriously but not literally – don’t take them as planning 
goals.’

Sakiko Fukuda-Parr was lead author and director of the UNDP 
Human Development Reports from 1995 to 2004. A development 
economist by training and currently Professor of International Affairs 
at the New School, Fukuda-Parr is a member of the Committee on 
Development Policy of the UN ECOSOC and of the High Level 
Task Force on the Right to Development of the UN Human Rights 
Council. She also serves on the Board of the Centre for Economic and 
Social Rights. She is currently involved in a major research project on 
the MDGs, called ‘The Power of Numbers’.

- Goals and targets are a policy tool like any other 
policy tool – they create incentives for policy change. 

- Numbers can over-simplify complex problems 
leading to ‘one size fits all’ country goals.

- Power of Numbers’ research shows that MDGs are 
successful in mobilising support for some issues but 
not for other issues (employment, food, partnership) 
have become ‘orphaned’.

- Unintended consequence of MDGs – they have 
diverted attention away from important objectives 
and challenges.

- Development as social change – as a transformative 
process – is missing from the post-2015 discourse.

- Global goals are there to mobilise attention; they’re 
like slogans – take them seriously but not literally. 
And don’t take them as planning goals.
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In measuring development, Williams notes, we need to look 
closer, and more critically, at one of the main indices used 
to measure development – namely, Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP). GDP, she recalls, was originally developed by Si-
mon Kuznets, in 1934,  for a US Congress report. But even 
Kuznets warned against its use as a measure of welfare. De-
spite this, after the Bretton Woods conference in 1944, GDP 
became the main tool for measuring a country’s economy. 

Eighty years later, we still look to GDP as an indicator 
of a country’s economic standing and growth. But GDP 
gives an incomplete picture of the system of the human 
economy. As Robert F. Kennedy said in 1968: ‘(GDP) 
measures everything…except that which makes life 
worthwhile.’

Williams argues that GDP also promotes activities that 
are counter to long-term community well-being and 
encourages the depletion of natural resources faster than 
they can be renewed. She refers to the ‘threshold effect’, 
which states that as GDP increases, the overall quality of 
life often increases – but only up to a point. Beyond this 
point, increases in GDP are offset by the costs (increas-
ing income inequity, loss of leisure time, natural capital 
depletion). There is also a notable decrease in commu-
nity cohesion, healthy relationships, wisdom, a sense of 
purpose, connection with nature and other dimensions of 
human happiness.

Williams looks at other alternative measure of growth 
that get us nearer to closing the gaps and resolving to-
day’s challenges. First, she notes the development gaps in 
productivity (need for innovation and access to technol-
ogy) and the gaps in income, infrastructure, health, water 
and sanitation and gender and, for many countries, an 
unsustainable debt overhang. She asks us to consider what 
we need to measure and assess – in essence, what are the 
principal drivers of development?  In her view, ‘growth as 
usual is not an option’.

Some alternative, ‘corrective’ indices for GDP use GDP 
and SNA (System of National Accounts) as a founda-
tion but modify these indices by adding and subtracting 
elements. These indices – such as the ‘index of sustain-
able economic welfare’, ‘genuine progress indicators’ and 
‘Green GDPs’ also have their limitations. 

Non-GDP based indexes focus on measuring envi-
ronmental or social activities, well-being or changes in 
environmental, social or human capital. One such in-
dex, developed in Bhutan in the 1980s measures ‘Gross 

Measuring Development 
and Closing Gaps
Mariama Williams



National Happiness’ – more of a principle than an index, 
William notes, but one that is becoming more sophisti-
cated as a tool. Other indices such as the HDI, Human 
Development Index (1990, UNDP), focus on longevity, 
knowledge and decent living standards as proxy for peo-
ple’s ability to live long and prosperous lives. ‘The Living 
Plant’ report the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) measures 
the world’s forest, freshwater and marine ecosystems, and 

- Human well-being is not the same as economic 
growth. GDP is a measure of economic activity, not 
economic well-being.

- GDP gives an incomplete picture of the system of 
the human economy – misses social and environ-
mental systems.

- GDP encourages depletion of natural resources 
faster than they can renew themselves.

- National indicators are a ‘dashboard or compass’ 
that signals whether national level polices and pro-
grammes are moving in the right direction.

- What you measure you value and what you value 
you measure.

- We need to measure the principle drivers of de-
velopment: green and environmentally sustainable 
growth, employment, distribution, technology and 
innovation, human well-being

SOUND BITES - MARIAMA WILLIAMS

The Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation pays tribute to the mem-
ory of the second Secretary-General of the UN by seeking 

workable alternatives for a democratic, socially and economi-
cally just, sustainable, peaceful and secure world.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) is the 
UN’s global development network, advocating for change and 
connecting countries to knowledge, experience and resources 

to help people build a better life.

View the seminar online at www.daghammarskjold.se

This publication is part of a series which summarises some of the key points 
presented during the seminar series. 

tracks biodiversity. ‘The Happy Planet’ index measures a 
country’s ecological efficiency in delivering human well-
being. 

Lastly, Williams asks us to consider the barriers to meas-
uring real progress – those grounded in data (reliability, 
availability, timeliness and appropriate level of detail of 
the data collected and reported) and scope (breadth of 
items measured and methodology). She asks how we 
standardise values and how we accommodate the notions 
that there are also social/institutional issues founded on 
resistance to change to the existing paradigm of domi-
nance of growth.

Williams calls for a shift. A shift in the way we look at, 
measure and value progress. A shift away from GDP as a 
measure of economic quantity to an index that measures 
quality of welfare. A shift away from a measurement that 
encourages environmental and social capital depletion 
to one that values protecting social and environmental 
capital. Should GDPs be improved, supplemented or 
replaced?  It’s time, she says, for a new consensus.

Mariama Williams, PhD, is senior research fellow with the 
South Centre, an intergovernmental organisation of developing 
countries. She served on UNIFEM’s International Advisory 
Committee of Progress of the World’s Women and has been 
a member of the Director General’s Advisory Council at the 
World Trade Organization. A Director of the Institute of Law 
and Economics (ILE-Jamaica) and past managing partner with 
Integrated Policy Research Institute (IPRI), she is also a board 
member of the Dag Hammarskjöld Foundation. Presently she 
is working on climate change and the post-2015 agenda in 
particular.
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