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Select Topics in International Censuses1

Sustainable Development Goals and 
the 2020 Round of Censuses

INTRODUCTION

This technical note in the Select Topics in International 
Censuses (STIC) series provides national statistical offices 
(NSOs) with information on how to integrate preparations 
for the 2020 round of censuses with the data gathering 
requirements established by the 17 Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) and 169 accompanying targets. The 
United Nations (U.N.) General Assembly adopted the 
Agenda for Sustainable Development—the document pro-
mulgating the SDGs—on September 25, 2015. The SDGs 
present a vision for a transformed world in 2030. A world 
in which all of the SDG targets are met would be free of 
absolute poverty; more equal, peaceful, just, and inclu-
sive; supportive of human rights, gender equality, and the 
empowerment of women and girls; and protective of the 
planet and its resources (General Assembly Resolution 70/1 
2015). The SDG quantifiable targets defining this trans-
formed world were agreed upon on March 11, 2016. 

The 2020 and 2030 census rounds will take place at the 
beginning and the end of the SDG implementation period 
respectively. Progress toward meeting the targets will be 
tracked using 232 indicators. The U.N. member states have 
committed to developing national indicators in line with the 
global aspirations captured by the SDGs.

Figure 1 shows an example of the goal-target-indicator 
hierarchy that will be used to evaluate the post-2015 

development agenda. The goals are an aspirational state-
ment of how the world should look in 2030. Targets estab-
lish the terms of measurement for achieving that vision. 
Indicators provide the specific metrics. The data framework 
established and implemented by NSOs will be used to 
evaluate progress made toward the vision of the world put 
forth by the SDGs in 2030.

This STIC will link each census-related indicator with the 
relevant section in Principles and Recommendations for 
Population and Housing Censuses (United Nations 2015). 
Additional references that contain information on model 
questions and international coding standards are also 
included.

ROLE OF CENSUSES IN SDG MONITORING AND 
EVALUATION

The quantity and breadth of data required to monitor and 
evaluate the SDGs is daunting, presenting a substantial 
challenge to the global data community. The topics covered 
by the SDGs will be evaluated using data sources derived 
from diverse environmental and socioeconomic monitor-
ing instruments. Demographic data are especially impor-
tant for Goals 1, 3, 4, 5, and 6 and thus will be monitored 
in part through household-based censuses and surveys. 
Many additional SDG targets also use demographic data for 
denominators.

1 This technical note is one in a series of “Select Topics in International Censuses” exploring matters of interest to the international statistical community.  
The U.S. Census Bureau helps countries improve their national statistical systems by engaging in capacity building to enhance statistical competencies in  
sustainable ways. 



2	 U.S. Census Bureau

Helleringer (2015) notes that many demographic indica-
tors are best monitored through civil registration and vital 
statistics (CRVS) systems with complete or nearly complete 
coverage. However, many CRVS systems thoughout Africa, 
South, and Southeastern Asia capture less than half of 
births and deaths (United Nations Statistics Division 2014). 
In these countries, censuses and household surveys will 
play a prominent role in providing the demographic sur-
veillance necessary for SDG monitoring and evaluation. 
Evaluating the effects of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG) on differentiated demographic groups proved dif-
ficult because monitoring instruments lacked the appropri-
ate categories and sample sizes needed to capture smaller 
groups. In order to meet the standards for disaggregation 
established in the 2030 agenda, the Sustainable Develop-
ment Solutions Network (2015) recommends data collection 
that allows for analysis of the following:

•	 Sex and gender

•	 Age

•	 Income quintiles/deciles

•	 Location

•	 Disability

•	 Ethnicity and indigenous status

•	 Economic activity

•	 Migrant status 

In some countries, the 2020 and 2030 rounds of censuses 
may offer one of the only data sources for small area and 
group cross tabulations during the SDG implementation 
period.

Metadata for SDG Targets

Metadata are critical when managing any data driven 
project. This is especially true for the SDGs, with hundreds 
of actors producing data at the global, regional, and local 
levels. Metadata ensure that data producers define and 
measure the targets consistently. NSOs should incorporate 
the standards established in the metadata as part of the 
planning process for statistical data collection. It is easier 
and more cost effective to meet the standards described 
in the metadata through proactive planning as opposed to 
retroactive post-processing. 

The U.N. Statistical Commission maintains a Web site to 
disseminate metadata for each SDG target. The metadata 
include concepts and definitions, methodologies, and data 
sources. The site is available at <https://unstats.un.org 
/sdgs/metadata/>. At the time of writing, this list was 
incomplete with some census-related indicators lacking 
metadata. It is expected to be updated continually as target 
metadata are finalized.

In addition to this resource, two organizations supported by 
the United Nations have compiled toolkits to aid NSOs with 
their SDG planning. 

Figure 1.  
An Example of the SDG Hierarchy with Goal 7

Source: United Nations Statistical Commission, Economic and Social Council, 2016.

7. Ensure access to 
affordable, reliable, 

sustainable and 
modern energy for all

7.2 By 2030, increase 
substantially the share 
of renewable energy in 
the global energy mix

7.1.1  Proportion of 
population with access 

to electricity

7.1.2  Proportion 
of population with 
primary reliance 

on clean fuels and 
technology

7.2.1  Renewable 
energy share in the 
total final energy 

consumption

7.1 By 2030, ensure 
universal access to 
affordable, reliable 
and modern energy 

services

Goal

Targets

Indicators
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Planning for SDG Baselining and Measurement and 
Evaluation

Evaluation of the MDGs was challenging because of the lack 
of baseline statistics and standardized indicators. Thus, 
national strategies to collect and publish data that blend a 
variety of existing and sometimes new data sources, should 
be developed. NSOs can leverage their central role within 
the national statistical system when seeking the resources 
necessary to meet SDG data needs, from either internal or 
donor sources. 

The time to carry out this planning is now. The SDG agenda 
runs through 2030. Depending on census and major 
household survey schedules, there may only be one or two 
opportunities to capture key indicator data. The template 
provided in this STIC is an example of the type of exercise 
that each NSO should conduct. Creation of an SDG data 
portfolio should not be a retroactive exercise, in which data 
that have already been collected are used to monitor the 
SDGs.

A Guide to Measuring SDG Indicators

Table 2 provides guidance on how to structure census ques-
tions pertinent to the SDG targets.2 It is limited to those 
goals with a substantial demographic component. The sec-
tion or sections pertaining to the indicator in Principles and 
Recommendations (United Nations Statistical Division 2015) 
are highlighted, as well as additional notes, which include 
concept definitions from relevant international organiza-
tions. 

CONCLUSION

The comprehensive nature of the SDGs makes their mea-
surement a challenging task for any country’s national 
statistical system. It requires careful planning and col-
laboration to harness data produced across many sectors, 

2 Note that refinement of the SDG indicator list is ongoing. The number-
ing of the indicators included in the table was validated against the list 
released after the 48th session of the United Nations Statistical Commision 
held in March 2017.

generate the metrics used in the indicators, and avoid 
duplication of effort. This technical note provides guid-
ance to NSOs for achieving this with respect to census and 
household survey data.
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Table 1.  
Resources for SDG Planning, Measurement, and Reporting

Organization  Web site Where to find

Global Partnership 
for Sustainable Data 
Development

www.data4sdgs.org/toolbox Modules to aid in the creation, 
implementation, and reporting 
of SDG-related data

Sustainable Development 
Knowledge Platform

sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/indicators Reports and framework 
documents

Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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ABBREVIATIONS

CRVS	 Civil registration and vital statistics

ISCED-P	 International Standard Classification of Education  
                 (Programs)

ISCED-A	 International Standard Classification of Education  
                 (Attainment)

ISCO	 International Standard Classification of  
                 Occupations

ILO	 International Labor Organization

ISIC	 International Standard Industrial Classification of  
                 All Economic Activities

MDG	 Millennium Development Goal

M&E	 Measurement and evaluation

NSO	 National statistical organization

SDG	 Sustainable Development Goal
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