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Definitions

SDG 16 on Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions
targets the promotion of peaceful and inclusive
societies, universal access to justice, and effective,
accountable, and inclusive institutions. It defines
(good) governance as a development goal and
focuses on human rights and fundamental free-
doms, the rule of law and equal access to justice,
the fight against corruption and bribery, institu-
tion-building and decision-making processes,
public access to information, and developing
countries’ participation in global governance
institutions.

Governance is the exercise and effectiveness
of state authority through political, economic, and
administrative institutions. It includes the selec-
tion and control of executives, government capac-
ity to formulate and implement policies, and
respect for institutions governing state-citizen
interactions. At global level, governance is quali-
fied as “good” and “democratic” if transparency
of the institutions exercising it is guaranteed.

Justice and the rule of law are defined by the
UN as a governance principle that serves holding
subjects and objects of governance accountable to
laws. Equality before the law and an independent
judiciary are essential to make the principle con-
sistent with international human rights norms.
Additional key factors of the principle are suprem-
acy of law, accountability to the law, fairness in
application, separation of powers, participation in
decision-making, legal certainty, avoidance of
arbitrariness, and procedural and legal
transparency.

Securing peace and saving future generations
from the threat and consequences of war are
prominently enshrined in Chapter 1, Article 1 of
the Charter of the United Nations. They form the
building blocks of the UN’s peace-keeping and
peace-building activities.
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Introduction

The SDGs place strong emphasis on “good gov-
ernance” to achieve both peace and security for
sustainable development. They explicitly state
that “Sustainable development cannot be realized
without peace and security; and peace and secu-
rity will be at risk without sustainable develop-
ment” (United Nations 2015 point 35). The 2030
Development Agenda also recognizes the need to
“build peaceful, just and inclusive societies that
provide equal access to justice and that are based
on respect for human rights (including the right to
development), on effective rule of law and good
governance at all levels and on transparent, effec-
tive and accountable institutions” (United Nations
2015 point 35). The SDGs underline this gover-
nance-security nexus based on the insight that
“negative costs of ineffective governance in
terms of the loss of human lives, stunted human
development, environmental degradation, and
waste of financial and organizational resources
are enormous” (Joshi et al. 2015, p. 286). Accord-
ingly, pursuing the SDGs requires the upscaling
and improvement of governance structures and
systems within and across countries to guarantee
development that is just, inclusive, and sustain-
able. Hand in hand with such systemic upscaling
goes the need to assess and monitor a range of
governance dimensions, including institutional
quality and state capacity, across countries and
over time.

Many academics and practitioners agree that
there is a problem with the quality of contempo-
rary measures of governance. Since the 1990s,
scholars have widely contested the methodologi-
cal soundness of indicators, such as the use of
subjective data (Galtung 1998), and raised doubts
about the simplicity, accuracy, and transparency
of the operationalization needed in approximating
the reality. Since the early 2000s, scholars have
also critically analyzed the relationships of power
embedded in the construction and use of such
metrics (Davis et al. 2012; Kelley and Simmons
2014; Cooley and Snyder 2015; Merry et al. 2015;
Malito et al. 2018). This literature has contributed
to framing the contemporary reflexive indicator
culture (Bhuta et al. 2018) and to identifying its

limitations. Many efforts have been undertaken to
adjust them. Yet, both methodological and norma-
tive limitations persist. This chapter addresses a
related, yet differently nuanced, question: To what
extent do existing measures provide a robust ana-
lytical framework for the post-2015 development
agenda?

Realizing SDG 16 of peaceful, just, and inclu-
sive societies is one of the most ambitious and
essential goals of the entire SDG agenda. Yet, as
pointed out by the United Nations in the 2019
Sustainable Development Goals Report, not only
“[r]ealizing the goal of peaceful, just and inclusive
societies is still a long way off,” but in recent years
“no substantial advances have been made towards
ending violence, promoting the rule of law,
strengthening institutions at all levels, or increas-
ing access to justice” (United Nations 2019, p.
57). Implementation challenges persist alongside
methodological difficulties: as SDG 16 targets
have been criticized for being too broad and
hardly measurable (Bhargava and Little 2015),
the Inter-Agency and Expert Group on SDG Indi-
cators (IAEG-SDGs) has created a comprehensive
Global Indicator Framework to review progress at
the global level. The framework was adopted by
the UN General Assembly in 2017 and further
refined in 2019 (United Nations General Assem-
bly 2019). Yet, investment in data collection has
witnessed limited progress, consensus on indica-
tors to monitor progress is still missing and mea-
suring as well as monitoring SDG 16 governance
goals present both technical and political
challenges.

Technically, challenges arise due to issues of
comparability and methodology of available indi-
cators. To grasp the breadth of the governance
concept, governance measures consider a broad
range of aspects of political steering, regulation,
epistemic community-building, policy-learning,
and knowledge-sharing. They inter alia focus on
the quality of democracy and its institutions, the
functioning and quality of public administrations,
aspects of state capacity, or the rule of law. One of
the main challenges when measuring SDG 16 is
that the SDG’s concept of governance is implicitly
and not clearly operationalized as a development
goal, and nationally adopted approaches and
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patterns hence differ hugely. Measuring SDG 16
governance targets yet implies the assessment of
the quality and performance of governance, i.e.,
the evaluation of the compliance of states and
their governance structures with clearly
established paradigms and norms of governance.

Politically, the chapter argues that challenges
arise because of the perceived legitimacy and
alleged objectivity of any measurement exercise,
given that the nature of producers and funders of
existing measures may reflect power imbalances
across states rather than shared notions of good
governance standards. While strongly promoting
the normative “good governance” approach
within the global development agenda, concerns
have emerged about the overarching acceptability
and practical feasibility of existing governance
measures, especially related to the monitoring of
the SDG’s governance goal. Existing measures of
governance have created a circular feedback loop
between measuring and the measured, as they not
only measure what they are designed to measure
but also define and frame what they should mea-
sure. Any selected SDG indicator defines a
desired normalcy and highlights unfavored devi-
ancy; they hence codify political agendas. Mea-
suring the progress made towards the SDG is
hence not just about assessing performance, it is
also defining and creating universal norms. The
decision on which SDG indicators to select is thus
not merely a technical-methodological decision, it
is part of the framing of the SDG’s political
agenda and of the future of development itself.
In the same vein, deciding not to measure a par-
ticular phenomenon creates reality through exclu-
sion and prioritization (Umbach 2019). As there is
not a common widely accepted definition of gov-
ernance, but rather a hegemonic one, the concrete
operationalization of governance for measuring,
the design and legitimacy of measurement tools
and their application remain contested.

While the quality and the power of governance
measures have been widely analyzed, the impact
of political economy factors on the supply (and
quality) of governance metrics has received so far
little systematic attention. To contribute to the
latter, the chapter proceeds as follows. First, it
discusses the idea of governance as a development

goal and its measurement. Then it illustrates the
choices faced when measuring the governance-
related aspects of SDG 16. Finally, it concludes
by highlighting the importance of future research
looking into the political economy of measuring
governance to improve the understanding of the
possibilities and limits of the SDG’s “good gov-
ernance” approach.

Measuring SDG 16: A Framework

SDG 16 officially anchors governance within the
global development agenda. It defines governance
as a development goal and takes up core elements
of the normative “good governance” discourse,
establishing them as global goals for the future
development of governance structures within and
across states. Although strongly promoting such a
normative “good governance” approach, SDGs,
and SDG 16 in particular, remain vague about
what governance means. SDG 16 mentions the
term “global governance” when framing target
16.8 (“Broaden and strengthen the participation
of developing countries in the institutions of
global governance”), but for the rest, a clear-cut
definition of governance is not provided. The
following section therefore first considers the con-
ceptual challenges that the idea of governance
poses. This provides the backdrop for discussing
measurement challenges with reference to the
SDGs in the final part.

The governance concept reflects the impact of
globalization and interconnectedness on the
extension of political structures and arenas
beyond the nation state (Zumbansen 2012). The
“integration of state structures and political pro-
cesses across political levels [. . .] steadily impacts
on the division of competences and interaction
patterns of different political institutions, levels,
and actors” (Umbach 2017, p. 47; see
Jachtenfuchs and Kohler-Koch 2003, p. 22). The
term governance is usually employed to connote
such new forms of rule without formal govern-
ment (Rosenau and Czempiel 1992) as “a new
way of making politics” (Levi-Faur 2012, p. 1)
marked by a multiplicity of governing actions,
actors, mechanisms, and structures. According to
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Levi-Faur (2011), governance can be conceptual-
ized as a structure (institutions), process (dynam-
ics and functions in policy-making), mechanism
(institutional procedures), or strategy (manipula-
tion of the institutional design) of policy- and
decision-making. The concept implies the emer-
gence of interdependent problem-solving struc-
tures, actors, and spaces that increase access
points to decision-making, and create new func-
tional political arenas, no longer exclusively
linked to a specific territory or nation-state. As
“a theoretical rapprochement to the complexity
of political interactions within . . .multilevel, mul-
tilayered and multitiered political system[s]”
(Umbach 2009, p. 45 f.), the term remains
vague: there is no commonly accepted definition
of what governance is and implies. What follows
is that it is hard to measure, since there is a
discrepancy between the analyst’s observed mea-
sure and the full concept they would like to cap-
ture, and thus the practice of measurement
invariably requires proxies to assess the quality
and performance of different governance compo-
nents and features.

Adding more complexity to the debate, ideas
of “good governance” have become prominent
across institutional discourses, especially within
the development policy debate (Smith and
Brassett 2008). “Good governance” is perceived
as the key ingredient for accountable political
performance, efficient public affairs, and transpar-
ent organization of political power-citizen rela-
tions. It is seen to form the basis for transparent
politics based on accountable administrations,
sustainable regulation, high capacity levels, and
low levels of corruption (see Andrews 2008;
Doornbos 2001; Grindle 2004; Rotberg 2014;
Rothstein 2012). “Good governance” requires
efficiency, transparency, and accountability of
political processes, actors, as well as institutional
practices, and targets an increase in the represen-
tative character of governments, participation,
ownership, and formal control in decision-making
(Doornbos 2001). Concrete “good governance”
characteristics aim to improve democratic institu-
tions and embrace a long list of different norma-
tive elements, such as protection of human rights,
nondiscrimination before the law and impartial

judicial processes, transparent and accountable
public administrations and agencies, subsidiarity
and public participation, as well as deliberation.
Due to such diversity, operationalizations of
“good governance” are contested because of
their practicability and often criticized as unreal-
istic (Grindle 2004, p. 526). It is in this context
that policy-makers and researchers need to evalu-
ate progress on governance as a development
goal.

This implies that measuring the SDGs relies on
inevitably imprecise measures and approxima-
tions of a diverse reality. Therefore, embarking
on any exercise of setting and monitoring gover-
nance-related development goals requires careful
stocktaking of existing measures to bundle
resources and make the best possible use of
existing established instruments.

So, what are available measures that could
inform assessing and monitoring progress
towards governance-related goals within SDG
16? Different options of measuring governance
revolve around the division between input�/
rules-based and output�/outcome-focused per-
spectives. The input perspective defines gover-
nance as institutional context, as a “form of
social order” (Börzel 2005, p. 617), pointing at
the essential role of structures and processes, as
well as the strategic interaction of different polit-
ical and societal actors within certain institutions.
In general, input-based measures assess the
“structural and management characteristics of
governments” (Andrews 2008, p. 381) by evalu-
ating, for instance, existing political institutions,
public administrative procedures and legislation,
or measures enacted to control manage/human
resources, infrastructure, or corruption (Andrews
2008; Fukuyama 2013).

The alternative output camp highlights that
“governance is what governments do” (Rotberg
2014), as governments’ capacity and achieve-
ments are central to measure the quality of gover-
nance. Fukuyama defines governance as “a
government’s ability to make and enforce rules,
and to deliver services, regardless of whether that
government is democratic or not” (Fukuyama
2013, p. 350). Normative aspects of “good gover-
nance” are not central to this output�/outcome-
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focused perspective, giving more credit to the
capacity of governments to implement policies
and deliver results (such as literacy rates, life
expectancy, completed court cases, or the length
of administrative proceedings).

As a result of different governance measure-
ment conceptualizations, a series of challenges
emerged. Table 1 offers a schematization. First,
the use of subjective data and highly normative
measures generated a reliability problem. Many
aggregate indexes, for instance, the World Bank’s
Worldwide Governance Indicators (WGI) or the
International Country Risk Guide (ICRG), privi-
lege the use of subjective data, often relying on
expert or business community views. In particu-
lar, the ICRG index, which has been frequently
used in empirical studies on governance and
development, is based on the aggregation of mea-
sures such as the “rule of law,” “corruption in
government,” and “bureaucratic quality” pro-
vided by Political Risk Services. This is a com-
mercial organization assessing political and
economic risk, whose indicators’ representative-
ness is biased towards the views of the business
community and whose methodology does not
provide an explicit discussion of the underlying
concepts that the indicators rate. The use of sub-
jective data certainly seeks to address the “cogni-
tive deficit” that sees governance as an
“intangible” concept (Malito 2018), but due to
their innate subjectivity, perception-based indica-
tors remain biased in neutrally representing the
phenomena under observation (Galtung 1998).
Second, many measures tend to focus more
strongly on normative aspects of “good gover-
nance.” As a result, metrics are often used to
evaluate developing countries’ governance fea-
tures, viewed to be “either instrumental (they
lead to development outcomes we care about) or
intrinsic (they are worth doing in and of them-
selves)” (Holt and Manning 2014, p. 726) in pro-
moting developmental goals. An “intrinsic”
approach assumes “democracy and good gover-
nance . . . [to be] mutually supportive” (Fukuyama
2013, p. 350) and prioritizes measures that capture
the nature of state-society relations, or of the
degree of state legitimacy and accountability.
Measures of legal capacity, transparency,

accountability, and administrative quality have
indeed received more attention, even within the
SDGs framework. An instrumental view of mea-
suring good governance prioritizes measures of
both material and nonmaterial dimensions of eco-
nomic development, such as state capacity. Such
an output/outcome-focused perspective presup-
poses that governance has an impact on economic
development, which is subordinated to the admin-
istrative and legal capabilities of the single states
to generate such a process. However, as pointed
out by Hulme et al. (2015), more attention has
been paid to the accountability and transparency
component, while bureaucratic capacity and legal
infrastructure have not received the attention they
deserve.

Third, existing governance measures face a
comparability dilemma, across time and space,
largely deriving from the fact that the use of sub-
jective data limits the quality and quantity of data
that can be consistently used and compared. Many
of the existing measures therefore only include a
limited number of countries. As noted by Hulme
et al. (2015), measures that are robustly theorized,
and hence better equipped to capture the adminis-
trative and legal dimensions of state capacity, are
affected by empirical limitations, such as the lack
of time-series data or limited country coverage,
and so are unlikely to cover all those countries
who adopted the SDGs. This is the case, for
example, of the Quality of Government (QoG)
Expert Survey or the measure “Bureaucratic com-
pensation, career opportunities and meritocratic
recruitment” formulated by Evans and Rauch’s
(1999, 2000), available only for a fraction of
world countries, for a very limited timespan. Per-
ception-based indicators have also been criticized
for their failure to generate replicable data
required for cross-countries comparisons. The
WGIs, for instance, suffer a longitudinal deficit
because the measures provided do not inform
about trends in global averages: ranking and data
sources are not comparable from year to year
because the composition of the sample substan-
tially changes over time. Cross-country compari-
sons are also affected by the disparity of sources
available for each country. For example, the
“Quality of Legal Structure and Security of
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Property Rights Index,” part of the Fraser Institute
Index of Economic Freedom, is assembled over
the years from different sources.

Available data about governance quality show
an inevitable trade-off: changes in governance
quality are long-term as they are closely interre-
lated with institutional changes. Many of the
existing measures do not allow for capturing
such long-term changes, and year-to-year moni-
toring might be ineffective. Moreover, many of
the available measures do not have the timespan
necessary for monitoring long-term processes.
The monitoring of the post-2015 goals implies
the establishment of a “start” date, the year
2005, that limits the choice of measurement
options to suboptimal decisions between what is
already available (Hulme et al. 2015). The WGIs
are the measure that might provide such informa-
tion with an adequate level of country coverage,
but as outlined above are also amongst the most
criticized measures for questions of legitimacy,
comparability, and representativeness. More
promising, instead, is the recent Varieties of
Democracy dataset (V-Dem), presenting higher
degrees on internal consistency (as shown in
Boese 2019) and hence greater reliability in
terms cross-country and temporal comparisons.

The Challenge of Measuring and
Monitoring Progress on Specific SDG 16
Targets

The dilemma of measuring progress towards the
SDGs revolves around opening (intra-)govern-
mental decision-making to wider scrutiny. Yet,
the reality of how governance is conceptualized,

experienced, and exercised across time and space
is dynamic, complex, and context-dependent.
This particularism contradicts the universality of
claims to knowledge, measuring, and authority in
the governance discourse. Even though viewed
through the seemingly neutral and objective
lenses of statistics, measuring anchors in histori-
cally and socially constructed values, ideas, and
norms. Finding politically acceptable dimensions
of governance, which are consistent across coun-
tries and over time, is the real challenge of the
post-2015 development goals.

The dual focus on reliability and comparability
of contemporary measures helps assess the gov-
ernance aspects of SDG 16 measurement, on the
basis of metadata available for every target and
their indicators (UNSTATS 2020). On the one
hand, various elements of “good governance,”
government, governing and state capacity frame
what SDG 16 sets out to achieve. As shown in
Table 2, within SDG 16 targets, both input�/
rules-based and output�/outcome-focused per-
spectives resonate, even if the input perspective
prevails. By reflecting the normative focus of
strengthening “good governance,” the prevalence
of the input perspective might yet create both
challenges and opportunities.

Both the implementation of and compliance
with the SDG agenda are difficult to measure
homogeneously across countries. The SDG pro-
cess explicitly “recognise[s] that there are differ-
ent approaches, visions, models and tools
available to each country, in accordance with its
national circumstances and priorities, to achieve
sustainable development” (United Nations 2015
point 57). While agreement has been reached on
the measurement of some SDG 16 targets (16.1,
16.2), in 2020, there is still work in progress on
how exactly measuring others. The relative open-
ness of how the targets are formulated plus the
leeway for national differentiation in implementa-
tion leave room for diverse governance structures
to emerge and/or persists while participating in the
SDG process. The Statistics Division of the UN
Department of Economic and Social Affairs
(UNDESA), responsible for measuring and mon-
itoring progress towards the SDGs, is fully aware
of these obstacles. To avoid naïve “cockpit-ism” –

Measuring Governance to Achieve Sustainable
Development: Promises and Challenges, Table
1 Measuring governance as a development goal

Measures’ limitations Measurement challenges

Reliability Subjectivity

Normativity

Comparability Country coverage

Time coverage

Source: Own compilation
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that is “the illusion that top-down steering by
governments and intergovernmental organiza-
tions alone can address global problems” (Hajer

et al. 2015, p. 1652) – the UN acknowledge
potential difficulties in measurement, recognize
the missing data problem for several targets, and
call for increased effort in data collection (United
Nations 2015 point 57). At the same time, ques-
tions of comparability have surfaced related to the
production and consistency of transnational
aggregates.

Target 16.1 (“Significantly reduce all forms of
violence and related death rates everywhere”)
puts the human-centered approach of the SDGs’
development perspective center stage. Reducing
violence and increasing human security is the
starting point of SDG 16. The indicators selected
include victims of intentional homicide, conflict-
related deaths, and population subjected to phys-
ical, psychological, or sexual violence. Indicator
16.1.4 (“Proportion of population that feel safe
walking alone around the area they live”) uses
subjective data and operates with the concept of
“fear of crime” that is filtered through individual
perceptions, experiences, and cultural contexts.
Data are retrieved from sample surveys among
the general population and, most often, from
crime victimization surveys. Although the con-
cept is viewed as culturally robust by the data
providers, the operationalization of the indicator
differs across countries and an objective assess-
ment of public security seems difficult by using
perception-based assessment indicators (SDG
Indicators Metadata-16-01-04). A comparative
perspective is difficult because of missing data
for many countries. Between 2000 and 2010,
there were 63 countries that had at least 1 data
point for this indicator.

Target 16.2 (“End abuse, exploitation, traffick-
ing and all forms of violence against and torture
of children”) concentrates on children aged 1–
17 years and young adults aged 18–29 years. It
is measured focusing on physical punishment and/
or psychological aggression by caregivers, vic-
tims of human trafficking, and sexual violence.
Indicator 16.2.2 (“Number of victims of human
trafficking per 100,000 population, by sex, age
and form of exploitation”) is problematic as it
misses the “dark number of crime, i.e. the number
of victims non detected by the authorities . . .[and]
the number of detected victims per se doesn’t

Measuring Governance to Achieve Sustainable
Development: Promises and Challenges, Table
2 Governance components of SDG 16

SDG 16
Targets

16.1 Significantly reduce all forms of
violence and related death rates
everywhere (output/outcome)a

16.2 Ending abuse, exploitation,
trafficking, violence against and torture
of children (output/outcome)
16.3 Promote the rule of law at the
national and international levels and
ensure equal access to justice for all
(input)
16.4 By 2030, significantly reduce
illicit financial and arms flows,
strengthen the recovery and return of
stolen assets and combat all forms of
organized crime (output/outcome)
16.5 Substantially reduce corruption
and bribery in all their forms (input and
output/outcome)
16.6 Develop effective, accountable
and transparent institutions at all levels
(input)
16.7 Ensure responsive, inclusive,
participatory and representative
decision-making at all levels (input)
16.8 Broaden and strengthen the
participation of developing countries in
the institutions of global governance
(input)
16.9 By 2030, provide legal identity for
all, including birth registration (input)
16.10 Ensure public access to
information and protection of
fundamental freedoms, in accordance
with national legislation and
international agreements (input)

Horizontal
Targets

16.a Strengthen relevant national
institutions, including through
international cooperation, for building
capacity at all levels, in particular in
developing countries, to prevent
violence and combat terrorism and
crime (input)
16.b Promote and enforce non-
discriminatory laws and policies for
sustainable development (input)

Source: Own compilation based on United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly 2019
aAttribution to input and output/outcome perspective in
brackets by the authors
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monitor the level of trafficking of persons so
interpretation of trends should be done with cau-
tion” (SDG Indicators Metadata-16-02-02). For
indicator 16.2.3 (“Proportion of young women
and men aged 18–29 years who experienced sex-
ual violence by age 18”), data is collected based
“on different study methodologies and designs,
definitions of sexual violence, samples and ques-
tions to elicit information” (SDG Indicators Meta-
data-16-02-03). Data on boys is scarce and
underreporting a common pattern; reasons that
render comparability across countries and gender
problematic.

Target 16.3 (“Promote the rule of law at the
national and international levels and ensure
equal access to justice for all”) focuses on multi-
dimensional aspects of justice and the rule of law,
including the quality of government treatment of
both victims and perpetrators of violence. Indica-
tor 16.3.1 (“Proportion of victims of violence in
the previous 12 months who reported their victim-
ization to competent authorities or other officially
recognized conflict resolution mechanisms”)
measures reported acts of victimization but
requires methodological clarification concerning
the concept’s interpretations, the dimension of
violence to be included, or the counting rules for
reporting rates. Moreover, comparability and
monitoring might be compromised as only 33
countries have at least 1 data point after 2010 for
this indicator, and only 28 countries have at least 1
data point between 2000 and 2010 (SDG Indica-
tors Metadata-16-03-01).

Target 16.4 (“By 2030, significantly reduce
illicit financial and arms flows, strengthen the
recovery and return of stolen assets and combat
all forms of organized crime”) remains one of the
most challenging to measure. For indicator 16.4.1
(“Total value of inward and outward illicit finan-
cial flows”), data collection has not yet started.
For indicator 16.4.2 (“Proportion of seized, found
or surrendered arms whose illicit origin or context
has been traced or established by a competent
authority in line with international instruments”),
data collection started in 2018 but is problematic
due to the “underground nature of illicit arms
trafficking.” Hence indicator 16.4.2 “does not
aim at measuring these flows, but rather the

efficiency with which the international commu-
nity combats the phenomenon of illicit arms traf-
ficking” (SDG Indicators Metadata-16-04-02).
Both indicators face comparability issues as coun-
tries experiencing different types of illicit finan-
cial and arms flows collect different data, not
easily comparable (SDG Indicators Metadata-16-
04-01, -16-04-02).

Target 16.5 (“Substantially reduce corruption
and bribery in all their forms”) is another ambi-
tious target facing comparability and reliability
challenges. Indicator 16.5.1 (“Proportion of per-
sons who had at least one contact with a public
official and who paid a bribe to a public official or
were asked for a bribe by those public officials,
during the previous 12 months”) is a measure of
(active) bribery prevalence. Operationalized as
“the percentage of persons who paid at least one
bribe,” it does not capture the role of public agents
in passive bribery, through the solicitation or
acceptance of an undue advantage; neither does
it capture other forms of abuse of public office and
power, such as “grand corruption,” nor the trans-
national dimension of corruption. Additionally, it
remains a subjective indicator, derived from
household surveys, with all limitations in terms
of reliability and representativeness of perception-
based measures mentioned above. Measuring
indicator 16.5.1 faces comparability challenges
as only 21 countries have at least 1 data point
after 2010, and only 6 countries have at least 1
data point between 2000 and 2009 (SDG Indica-
tors Metadata-16-05-01). Measuring indicator
16.5.2 (“Proportion of businesses that had at
least one contact with a public official and that
paid a bribe to a public official or were asked for a
bribe by those public officials during the previous
12 months”) is based on the World Bank’s Enter-
prise Survey, hence data collected remains
anchored to the subjective perception and discre-
tion of the business community. Another limita-
tion relates to the comparability of data, as most
countries do not have updated information. The
data collected is biased towards developing coun-
tries as most high-income countries are not cov-
ered and the surveys are mostly undertaken in
World Bank client countries (SDG Indicators
Metadata-16-05-02).
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Target 16.6 (“Develop effective, accountable
and transparent institutions at all levels”) pre-
sents other important governance dimensions to
be measured. Indicator 16.6.1 (“Primary govern-
ment expenditures as a proportion of original
approved budget”) as a transparency measure
attempts to capture the reliability of government
budgets. While measures of transparency are
available and have largely been privileged even
within the SDGs framework, other types of mea-
sures have received less attention, as in the case of
output measures, citizen-centered measures, or
cross-countries measures of state capacity: no
data is available for indicator 16.6.2 (“Proportion
of population satisfied with their last experience
of public services”) (SDG Indicators Metadata-
16-06-02).

Target 16.7 (“Ensure responsive, inclusive and
representative decision-making”) faces both con-
ceptual and measurement challenges as there is no
internationally estimated data for this target, but
only data on the legislative-component of indica-
tor 16.7.1 (“Proportions of positions in national
and local institutions, including (a) the legisla-
tures; (b) the public service; and (c) the judiciary),
compared to national distributions, by sex, age,
persons with disabilities and populations
groups”). As an input measure of parliamentary
representation its normativity is visible in the
claim for the universality of representative
democracy. The indicator focuses on descriptive
(i.e., parliamentary composition) and not substan-
tive (i.e., the extent parliaments pursue the inter-
ests, substantive, of a given population)
representation (see SDG Indicators Metadata 16-
07-01). The measure is normatively biased assum-
ing that parliamentary legitimacy derives only
from descriptive political representation mecha-
nisms (hence larger representation, reflecting the
social diversity of a nation). It does not consider
how inclusiveness in decision-making might be
related to other factors. A second limitation for
target 16.7 derives from missing data and consen-
sus on the citizen-based perception of inclusive
decision-making, as to be captured in indicator
16.7.2 (“The proportion of the population who
believe decision-making is inclusive and
responsive”).

Target 16.8 (“Strengthen the participation in
global governance”) also presents conceptual
challenges: although data is available for indicator
16.8.1 (“Proportion of members and voting rights
of developing countries in international organisa-
tions”), the operationalization holds limited
capacity of capturing real changes in global gov-
ernance participation. Indicator 16.8.1 is a mea-
sure of formal sovereign equality, concerning
voting rights and membership in 11 different
international institutions. As a structural indicator,
there will be only small changes over time
reflecting changes in membership and voting
rights.

Target 16.9 (“By 2030, provide legal identity
for all, including birth registration”) is measured
through indicator 16.9.1 (“Proportion of children
under 5 years of age whose births have been
registered with a civil authority”) available for
around 167 low-, middle-, and high-income coun-
tries. However, monitoring it in the short-run
might be challenging as the goal of achieving
universal birth registration remains strictly
anchored in improving state capacity, especially
in those countries where the systematic recording
of births remains problematic because of struc-
tural and infrastructural reasons.

Target 16.10 (“Ensure public access to infor-
mation and protect fundamental freedoms, in
accordance with national legislation and interna-
tional agreements”) reflects problems of cross-
country consistency. Indicator 16.10.1 (“Number
of verified cases of killing, kidnapping, enforced
disappearance, arbitrary detention and torture of
journalists, associated media personnel, trade
unionists and human rights advocates in the pre-
vious 12 months”) faces comparability challenges
as data collected might suffer from underreporting
in some instances. Related reliable monitoring
depends on the evaluation of long-term changes,
as statistical accuracy and underreporting are
influenced by various factors at societal level,
such as socially constructed discriminations and
disadvantages that affect victims’ reporting pro-
pensity (SDG Indicators Metadata-16-10-01 p. 6),
and require more state-capacity efforts to be
addressed.
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Future Directions: The Political Economy
of Measuring Governance

As discussed above, measuring and monitoring
SDG 16 and its governance goals represent a
technical and political challenge. Consequently,
while strongly promoting the normative “good
governance” approach, concerns emerged about
the overarching acceptability, legitimacy, and
practical feasibility of existing governance mea-
sures, especially regarding the monitoring of the
SDGs’ governance goal. The adoption of a West-
ern-centered idea of “good governance,” ignoring
how such views may be “transplanted” in country
targets of development aid and assistance, has
been widely criticized. The implications of sub-
scribing to Eurocentric avatars (Wallerstein 1997)
when measuring and monitoring governance as a
development goal need further analysis.

For many low-income countries receiving for-
eign development assistance, the meaning and
measurement of “governance” has been, and
often remains, a sensitive issue. The legacy of
the 1990s, with Western governments and their
aid agencies normatively prescribing their recipes
of “good governance” to aid recipients, has left
bitter memories. Advanced capitalist economies
often presented themselves as having fully
achieved “good governance,” while sponsoring
democratization (mainly in terms of multi-party
elections) and trade liberalization policies that
have gradually hollowed out the state through
reforms of public sectors and bureaucracies.
Despite their technocratic and neutral appeal,
these policies served foreign policy and commer-
cial interests, while the emphasis on “good
governance” has often been at the expense of
state capacity and autonomy. For evidence on
the negative impact on state capacity in develop-
ing economies, see Reinsberg et al. (2019).

Some elements of the “good governance”
agenda encapsulated in SDG 16 targets therefore
remain problematic. In developing countries of
the African continent, this agenda often resulted
in “maladjustment” of African economies
(Mkandawire 2005) and contributed to the crisis
of the state in the periphery of capitalist expansion
(Amin 2011) with its associated economic,

political, and social distortions, partially in
response to international pressures. Western con-
centration on transparency and anti-corruption
goals, often meant that other goals, such as build-
ing and increasing state capacity were neglected.
In Latin America, public sector reforms as pre-
scribed by donors and investors in the pursuit of
economic stability often created weak states,
unable to accomplish public administration
tasks, and hence to gain legitimacy in the eyes of
their population (Alcántara 1998). Emphasis on
decentralization and civil society empowerment
often contributed to weak central authority favor-
ing protracted dependency on external sources of
financing (Alcántara 1998). In African countries,
Structural Adjustments Programmes contributed
to transforming the postcolonial state into a “man-
agerial” state under IMF/World Bank sponsored
reforms, as happened in Ghana (Konadu-
Agyemang 2001). The “good governance” idiom
has hence been criticized for reproducing a devel-
opmental dream “entitling the North to develop
and democratize the South in its image”
(Abrahamsen 2000, p. xi).

Even if a prolific academic debate focuses on
the limits of adhering to a Western-centered idea
of “good governance” while ignoring how such
views may be implemented in developing coun-
tries, more research is needed on implications of
subscribing to a Eurocentric avatar in measuring
and monitoring governance as a development
goal. Attention to elements of political economy
and geography is particularly significant in this
context to understand contestations of existing
measures. The UN pushes for better capacity-
building and data collection and the SDGs Frame-
work “place[s] greater demands on the scientific
community” (Lu et al. 2015, p. 432) to provide a
globally shared notion of governance. Yet, in light
of limited knowledge on the political economy of
governance measures, such a technocratic solu-
tion will not suffice to overcome existing power
and structural inequalities in the making of gov-
ernance measures that exclude parts of the inter-
national community of states from framing the
SDG agenda. Who creates, produces, and funds
existing measures is essential to understand who
frames the implementation of the SDG’s
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development agenda. Knowing to what extent the
nature of producers and funders influences
existing governance measurement helps becom-
ing sensitive to the impact of such inequalities on
the monitoring of SDGs governance-related per-
formance and to recognize biases in international
norm-setting related to the SDG.

A recent dataset, systematically categorizing
and mapping producers and funders of gover-
nance indicators (Umbach et al. 2020), suggests
the existence of a Global North-Global South
divide in the production and use of governance
metrics. The majority of existing measures of
governance covered by the new dataset are pro-
duced in high-income economies, as the pro-
ducers are based either in North America or
Europe. Regardless of where they are located,
these producers can institutionally or de facto
operate at international level; especially as a
growing decentralization has taken place, with a
growing number of measures produced by inter-
governmental organizations, international NGO,
and multinational corporations. As measures are
designed in and for a designated and constructed
global space, core-periphery hierarchies are visi-
ble in the way measures have been used to steer
countries with bad governance performances into
“the good governance pathway”. This geographi-
cal distribution of measuring governance is also
an indication of hierarchies informing existing
metrics and existing power imbalances.

The international division of labor between
producers and users of existing measures compro-
mises these measures’ acceptability, as their legit-
imacy does not just depend on the quality of
technical assessments, but also on the quality of
judgments and normative assumptions supporting
them. Benchmarks against which governance per-
formances are measured reflect views of a specific
subset of the international community (institu-
tions, experts, NGOs involved in the production).
Existing metrics do not reflect a shared notion of
“good governance,” but rather a hegemonic view
based on a Western-centric ideal-type of gover-
nance. As the legitimacy of these “global” claims
to knowledge and authority in the governance
discourse has been increasingly contested, the
Statistic Division at the UNDESA responsible

for the implementation of the SDG Agenda has
attempted to address these issues by improving
the inclusiveness of statistical offices as well as
national and local institutions in the SDG mea-
surement framework. Yet, measuring SDG 16 tar-
gets will potentially continue to be contested, as
some of the normative “good governance”
assumptions remain unchanged. Gaining better
credibility and legitimacy for governance metrics
in the next set of development goals might require
muchmore intellectual and policy innovation than
simply adjusting ownership of and participation in
existing frameworks. Policy- and metrics-makers
should be mindful of such challenges and, in the
longer-run, work towards globally shared notions
of governance and alternative measures.
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