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Because of their different gender roles and the impact of 
gender stereotypes, women and men are also likely to 
have different perspectives and different experiences in 
many areas of governance. The core elements of the con-
cept of governance recognize that different groups within 
society often have competing interests and different 
needs. The broad components of governance—trans-
parency in government, access to information and the 
accountability of both public and private sectors to the 
public through mechanisms such as a free press and free-
dom of expression, efficiency and effectiveness in public 
administration, popular participation through democratic 
institutions and the rule of laws based on universally rec-
ognized principles of human rights—are important to all. 
However, they tend to mean different things to specific 
individuals and social groups. For example, conservatives 
and liberals and the rich and the poor are likely to have 
quite different views about the effectiveness and effi-
ciency of public administration in relation to public sector 
revenue and expenditure policies.

Indicators of governance therefore need to capture and 
reflect the potentially different impact of the mechanisms 
and processes of governance on various groups of people 
within society. UNDP defines governance as the mecha-
nisms and processes required for citizens and groups to 
articulate their interests, mediate their differences and 
exercise their legal rights and obligations.1 In particular, in 
terms of current development goals, which prioritize the 
eradication of poverty and progress toward gender equal-
ity, governance indicators should reflect the different 
experiences of governance mechanisms and processes by 
women and men in general, and poor women and men in 
particular, and any systematic differences in the extent to 
which they benefit from the impacts of governance. 

Not all gender-sensitive indicators will be pro-poor, but 
all pro-poor indicators should be gender-sensitive. A 
gender-sensitive governance indicator must capture the 
different experiences and/or interests of women and 
men, but some may focus on differences between non-
poor women and men, for example, participation in 
parliament, and thus may not be pro-poor in orientation. 
However, any indicator focusing specifically on the situa-
tion and needs of the poor must also be gender-sensitive 
because a majority of the poor are women, and also 
because women play particularly strategic roles in the 
eradication of poverty in poor households. Although 
there are no direct data on the sex-composition of the 

poor in most countries2, indirect evidence indicates that 
more than half of the poor are female. Children com-
prise another significant group among the poor. Due to 
women’s traditional gender roles as primary care-givers in 
the family, they also tend to play important roles in family 
decisions and behaviour related to children’s education 
and health. Interventions in the education and health 
sectors are key to the long-term eradication of poverty. In 
many countries, occupations in the health and education 
sectors are also highly “feminized”, women comprising 
a majority of workers. Thus, women play strategic roles 
on both the demand and supply sides in relation to key 
areas of poverty-eradication strategies. Women’s eco-
nomic contributions to household income are also often 
especially critical to the welfare of poor families and fami-
lies in crisis. Thus, effective poverty eradication measures 
must take into account women’s specific perspectives and 
needs, and pro-poor governance indicators need to be 
gender-sensitive. 

This paper comprises four sections. Section I of this 
paper explores the extent to which existing indicators of 
governance are gender-sensitive and pro-poor. Section 
II considers how governance indicators could be made 
more gender-sensitive and pro-poor. Section III proposes 
some additional indicators that might better capture the 
gender and poverty dimensions of governance, some 
already available in existing datasets and others that need 
to be developed. 

Existing governance indicators are available and used 
primarily at the international level, where country and 
regional comparisons have proved to be powerful tools 
for advocacy and significant incentives for governments 
to improve their performance. At this level, governance 
indicators are also being used by some international 
donors to assist them in determining the allocation of 
development assistance.3 However, governance indica-
tors that are comparable among countries tend to be 
both limited in number and rather general in nature. Most 
are neither gender-sensitive nor pro-poor. 

It is only at the national and sub-national levels that it 
is possible to focus on specific mechanisms and attri-
butes of governance and to develop new indicators that 
can reflect or capture the different experiences of, and 
impacts on, women and men in general and poor women 
and poor men in particular. Tables 2 and 3.1 and 3.2 
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I. �The problem: existing indicators are  
neither gender-sensitive nor pro-poor

Governance is essentially the system of processes, mecha-
nisms and institutions through which societies organize 
interactions among citizens and between citizens and 
their rulers and make choices among their often compet-
ing interests and to meet their different needs. The core 
governance indicator clusters identified in the UNDP 
project under which this paper has been prepared cover 
parliamentary development; electoral systems and pro-
cesses, justice and human rights; e-governance and 
access to information; decentralization, local governance 
and urban/rural development; and public administration 
reform and anti-corruption.4 UNDP has defined gover-
nance as: 

“[the] system of values, policies and institutions by 
which society manages economic, political and social 
affairs through interactions within and among the 
state, civil society and private sector. It is the way a 
society organizes itself to make and implement deci-
sions. It comprises the mechanisms and processes 
for citizens and groups to articulate their interests, 
mediate their differences and exercise their legal 
rights and obligations. It is the rules, institutions and 
practices that set limits and provide incentives for 
individuals, organizations and firms. Governance, 
including its social, political and economic dimen-
sions, operates at every level of human enterprise, be 
it the household, village, municipality, nation, region 
or globe.5”

The UNDP-European Commission publication Gover-
nance Indicators: A Users’ Guide6 and the earlier UNDP 
Sources of Democratic Governance Indicators7 provide 
a comprehensive review of existing data sources on 
the various aspects of governance, as well as a techni-
cal overview of specific indicators of governance, their 
potential uses and limitations. 

However, opinions vary on the most critical constituent 
processes of governance, and differences in definitions of, 
and priorities within, governance also affect the selection 
of indicators. Comparison of the use of the term “gover-
nance” by UN agencies (OHCHR,8 UNESCAP9 and UNDP10), 
the World Bank,11 the IMF,12 the Asian Development 
Bank,13 USAID,14 DFID15 and the European Commission16 
(EC) reveals a range of ideas about the components 
of governance. These differences reflect, among other 
things, the different interests and mandates of the agen-
cies. The UN, USAID, DFID and the EC emphasize the 
social and political aspects of governance, highlighting 
the processes of participation and responsiveness (to the 
needs of the people), democracy and human rights con-
cerns, The banks and financial institutions focus more on 

economic governance, prioritizing transparency, account-
ability and (public sector) efficiency and effectiveness.17 
Although transparency and accountability are common 
concerns for all, corruption, public sector management 
and the rule of law tend to feature more strongly in the 
governance programmes of the financial institutions.

The UNDP Governance Indicators Users’ Guide 2004 
presents an overview of currently available governance 
indicators and data sources. Table 1 shows a rough 
analysis of the dimensions of governance covered by the 
sources catalogued in the Guide. More than half of the 
sources provided at least some political indicators, ten 
provided some social indicators, ten provided some eco-
nomic indicators, most related explicitly to the interests 
of the private sector and several focused primarily on 
corruption, four provided some judicial indicators and 
six, including four specialist sources, provided media 
indicators. 

Only five sources provide indicators related to gender. 
The UNDP Gender Empowerment Measure is a compos-
ite gender-sensitive index based on women’s relative 
share of seats in parliament, a measure of women’s 
relative economic participation and a relative income 
measure. However, it was available for only 78 countries 
in 200418. Discrimination on the basis of sex is included in 
the ILO composite GAPS index, which incorporates mea-
sures of adherence to, and implementation in practice of, 
the eight core conventions on workers rights as recorded 
within the ILO system. However, the complexity of the 
GAPS index limits its general usefulness, and the index 
does not capture sex differentials in respect of adherence 
to workers’ rights. The three remaining gender-related 
sources are IDEA International, which provides a data-
base on electoral quotas for women, the Danish Institute 
for Human Rights, which provides a measure of gov-
ernment employment of women at all levels, and the 
IPU Women in National Parliaments Statistical Archive, 
which provides data on the share of women in national 
parliaments and, more recently, sex-disaggregated infor-
mation on Heads of State and Secretaries General in the 
Parline database.19 

None of the sources provide indicators that are clearly 
pro-poor. However, Commitment to Social, Economic and 
Cultural Rights Index of the Danish Centre for Human 
Rights include some important indicators of policy direc-
tion that would be regarded as generally pro-poor: the 
proportion of government expenditure spent on health 
and education as a percentage of GDP, and gross national 
income in combination with progress in health and edu-
cation indicators on HDI. The ILO GAPS index, in focusing 
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on workers rights, is directly relevant to workers, but most 
of the poor in developing countries are not in waged 
employment and thus not generally covered by the 
various ILO Conventions. How do we get gender-sensitive 
and pro-poor indicators of governance?

Governance indicators are an essential tool for the 
achievement of good governance: they enable citizens 
and stakeholders to monitor the extent to which gover-
nance is efficient and effective in achieving its objectives; 
they facilitate transparency and holding institutions and 
decision-makers to account for their decisions and use of 
resources; and they are also basic tools for advocacy to 
promote better governance

What kinds of indicators are needed?
An indicator is a summary statistic that indicates dif-
ferences between groups and/or change over time in 
comparison to a norm or standard.20 Indicators may be 
quantitative or qualitative, and will relate to some specific 
aspect of the phenomenon of interest. 

Governance indicators need to cover the key stages 
involved in the management of society. Governance is 
defined primarily in terms of process. However, in order 
to provide effective tools for policy formulation, and pro-
gramme monitoring and evaluation, as well as lobbying 
and advocacy, governance indicators need to distinguish 
between inputs, processes / outputs, and outcomes 
/ impacts. In the hierarchy of results, inputs are those 
things that contribute to the achievement of an end but 
do not, of themselves, achieve it. For example, staff and 
operating budgets for gender mainstreaming would be 
inputs toward the achievement of gender equality out-
comes—necessary, but not sufficient. Output or process 
indicators capture the procedures or mechanisms, such as 
gender analysis, engendering statistics, or gender-sensi-
tive budgeting, that result in progress toward the desired 
end. Outcomes and impact indicators measure the extent 
to which the end is actually achieved. 

The Canadian publication Economic Gender Equality 
Indicators (1997) provides some interesting examples of 
economic gender-sensitive impact indicators: the ratio of 
total income earned by women to total income earned 
by men compared over time21; the ratio of total workload 
(in paid and unpaid work) for women to total workload 
for men compared over time; and ratio of university 
degrees earned by women to degrees earned by men (in 
fields of study grouped according to gender dominance 
compared over time. In Canada, these indicators reveal 
the effectiveness of governance processes such as equal 
opportunity or affirmative action guidelines in educa-
tion and employment, equal pay for work of equal value 
policies, and policies encouraging more equal sharing 
of childcare and unpaid work. Such outcome indicators 
provide important inputs to further policy development, 
as well as tools for advocacy and lobbying by women’s 
groups and others.

To determine the kinds of governance indicators that are 
required, the needs, situation and capabilities of users 
must be taken into consideration. This is especially impor-
tant because the effective use of indicators by those who 
are being governed is, in itself, an integral element of 
critical processes of governance, including participation 
and accountability. To date, governance indicators have 
primarily been used at the international level by agen-
cies of first world governments, including development 
assistance organizations, or by international bodies. The 
cross-country tabulations provided for most of the indi-
cators in the UNDP Governance Indicators Users’ Guide 
indicate that their primary users are not the governed 
within, but people and organizations from outside the 
countries concerned. If the development of governance 
indicators is to contribute directly to such strategic pro-
cesses of governance as participation and accountability, 
the primary user group should be citizens of the coun-
tries to which the indicators refer. Those users should 
represent the entire spectrum of the governed, including 
women and the poor.

Table 1 Dimensions of Governance Covered by UNDP Governance Indicators Users’ Guide

Dimension Description
Number of sources  
providing indicators

Political Political rights, development commitment, EU issues, democracy, voice and 
accountability, government effectiveness, political terror, state failure, parlia-
ment

19/34

Social Gender discrimination/ women’s participation, workers rights, human rights,  
security, role of civil society, NGOs, socio-cultural 10/34

Economic –  
Business

corruption, business and finance, economic growth, competitiveness,  
regulatory quality 10/34

Judicial Justice, rule of law 4/34

Media freedom of the media, journalists killed, media staff killed or imprisoned 6/34
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The role of users of governance indicators is vital because 
governance, or at least good governance, is essentially 
demand driven: other things being equal, the governed 
will get the quality of governance that they demand. 
Governance will be democratic, responsive to the needs 
and interests of the governed, honest, transparent and 
accountable if, and only if, citizens from all significant 
social groups demand that it be so. Such demands will 
be made effective, among other means, but the effec-
tive use of indicators in monitoring, evaluation, advocacy 
and lobbying. Governance, indicators therefore need to 
incorporate a strong role for the governed in their design 
and use.

This will require changes in both the nature of gover-
nance indicators, and in the capabilities of users. The 
objectives of good governance can only be achieved if 
governance indicators are gender-sensitive and pro-poor, 
as well as user-friendly and designed to meet the needs 
and match the capabilities of a diverse range of users 
among the governed. Equally importantly, the capacity 
of such users, including women and the poor, must be 
developed to enable them to make more effective use of 
such indicators. 

Defining gender-sensitive indicators
A gender-sensitive indicator is one that indicates gender-
related differences within society and/or gender-related 
changes over time. In order to develop an indicator, we 
must first determine the difference or change that is 
of interest and the norm or standard to be used in the 
comparison. In developing gender-sensitive indicators, 
the relevant gender-related differences or changes will 
normally relate to and reflect the experiences of both 
women and men.22

Care is also needed in the choice of the norm or standard. 
As noted by Statistics Canada, women’s experiences or sit-
uation have often been inappropriately measured against 
male standards, and new standards that are equally rel-
evant to both sexes need to be developed. For example, 
an earnings or wages gap (the ratio of women’s earnings / 
wages to men’s) based on earnings or wages for full-time 
employees is an inadequate measure of gender equality 
because it only provides information about women who 
have a paid work pattern similar to that of men. It is based 
on a larger percentage of men than women (more men 
than women are full-time paid workers); it excludes part-
time, casual and seasonal workers, the majority of whom 
are women; and it ignores the effect of unpaid childcare 
and household work, most of which is carried out by 
women and which has a major impact on their pattern of 
paid work.23

Based on gender-sensitive data
Ideally, gender-sensitive indicators would be based on 
gender-sensitive or “engendered” data where differences 
between women and men have been taken into account 
at all stages of the data definition, collection, tabulation, 
dissemination and analysis processes.24 Gender-sensitiv-

ity of data relates to the extent to which such differences 
have been incorporated into data processes at every level, 
from data definition and collection to data presentation 
and analysis and indicator definition and construction. 
The UNDP project document for the Governance Indica-
tors Project relates the general lack of gender-sensitivity 
in indicators to the lack of sex-disaggregated data. While 
this is an issue, the problem is more fundamental. 

Women and men are situated differently in society. In 
particular, women face different constraints that often 
translate into fewer entitlements and less choice in deter-
mining their capabilities. Opportunities, especially in the 
economy and decision-making, are also typically fewer 
for women, who also face weaker incentives in the form 
of lower returns from translating their entitlements into 
capabilities. As a result, as well as due to their different 
gender and reproductive roles, women also have quite 
different needs and often different priorities from men. 

In order to be gender-sensitive, governance indicators 
and the data on which they are based need to take into 
consideration such gender differences between women 
and men at every stage, from the definition of variables, 
classification of variables, design of survey questions, 
recruitment and training of interviewers and supervisors, 
through to tabulations and methods of dissemination and 
analysis. With a few notable exceptions, most conventional 
data collection processes remain largely gender-blind.25 

The limited information available on collection for those 
governance indicators based on primary data collection 
suggests that they are similarly gender-blind. The opinion 
and perception surveys that provide the basis for many of 
the governance indicators do not indicate the composi-
tion of the survey populations, suggesting there was no 
specific effort to include women (or other social groups, 
such as the poor) or to consider the design of questions 
and variables in terms of gender differences, gender 
issues or their relevance to the poor. Where samples are 
relatively large and provided that factors such as the 
time of day, location, sex of interviewer etc did not intro-
duce an unintended gender bias, women were probably 
reasonably represented. In such cases, the lack of sex-
disaggregation in design and thus in data presentation 
and analysis precludes consideration of the potential for 
systematic differences in responses between women and 
men. In the case of indicators based on surveys of a small 
number of experts such as political commentators or 
businesspersons, the potential for gender bias is clearly 
much greater. 

Surveys on perceptions of corruption provide an example 
of the problem. Those such as the Corruption Perceptions 
Index and the Bribe Payers Index that are based largely 
on expert experience or opinion and relate specific to 
corruption in international business transactions are of 
limited relevance to most women and the poor, who are 
largely unrepresented among international business peo-
ple affected by such corruption or those whose opinion 
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or experience has been surveyed. The kinds of corruption 
that most affects women and the poor tend to be petty 
forms related to the issuing of identity cards, school regis-
tration, additional (illegal) education and health charges, 
licence fees (or penalties) for micro-enterprise or street 
trading, credit and similar minor administrative processes. 
Although the amounts involved may be relatively small, 
the relative cost to the poor and women with limited cash 
incomes may be quite large. However, the available data 
on corruption either overlooks this element of the prob-
lem or, as seems to be the case with the Afrobarometer 
and Global Barometer, fails to identify and differentiate it 
and the experience of the poor and women most likely to 
be affected by it.

Lack of disaggregation in  
existing governance indicators
The lack of disaggregation in the data used for indicators 
is a major barrier to the creation of gender-sensitive and 
pro-poor indicators26. Given the very different character-
istics, sex roles, gender roles and experiences of women 
and men in society and the economy, disaggregation by 
sex is a basic requirement of almost any competent sta-
tistical presentation or analysis. Most national statistical 
offices now present basic socio-economic and demo-
graphic data disaggregated by sex, although users still 
frequently fail to disaggregate the data in their analysis 
or construction of indicators. Other sources of data, how-
ever, are often not disaggregated by sex. For example, 
much administrative data relating to individuals, includ-
ing personnel data, service statistics in general, health 
service statistics in particular, are not routinely disaggre-
gated by sex even although the sex of the staff member, 
user or patient is usually collected on the original record. 
Sex disaggregation should be a primary classification for 
all presentation and analysis of individual-level data. 

Developing pro-poor indicators
In order to develop indicators that reflect the differ-
ent situation and experience of poor people, data and 
indicators need to be disaggregated in terms of other 
socio-economic variables that reflect or define poverty or 
vulnerability. Poverty reduction is a principle objective of 
development policy and good governance. Pro-poor indi-
cators will provide valuable input to policy formulation 
and programme management, monitoring and evalua-
tion, as well as facilitating the participation of the poor in 
the processes of governance. 

The variables selected for disaggregation in terms of 
their relevance for the poor and for poverty analysis will 
depend on the data set and the indicator. In most data 
sets, no single variable unambiguously distinguishes 
the poor and non-poor in the way that sex distinguishes 
women and men. Even in income and expenditure sur-
veys, identification of the poor is not a trivial exercise. 
As a result, proxy variables may have to be used. These 
might be variables that capture the location where most 
of the poor live (rural areas, particular urban neighbour-
hoods, the poorer provinces), the sector, industry or 
occupation where most of the poor work (the informal 
sector, agriculture, unskilled labour) or some other char-
acteristic of the poor (low levels of education, illiteracy, 
malnutrition, female-headed households in some—but 
not all—contexts). 

As in the case of gender-sensitive indicators, developing 
pro-poor indicators also requires ensuring that the expe-
rience of and/or impact on the poor is captured by the 
index. This may require more than simple disaggregation 
of the data. The experience of the poor may require that 
specific issues be covered by the indicator, such as noted 
above in the case of an index of corruption. Service deliv-
ery surveys or user surveys, which are increasingly used 
to monitor the effectiveness of public services, need to 
be especially alert to the potentially different experiences 
of the poor (as well as women), and design samples, vari-
ables, classification systems and questions accordingly. 
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II. �What data can we get?
Suggested gender-sensitive and pro-poor indicators

Suggested gender-sensitive  
indicators of governance
The goal articulated by women at the Beijing Fourth 
World Conference of Women and in a number of inter-
national fora since 1995 is gender equality of outcomes, 
not just equality of opportunity. As the Committee on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW) have frequently emphasized, the focus 
in implementation of the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, the core 
international human rights convention on gender equal-
ity, is on the gap between de facto and de jure equality. 

While the role of the structures and processes of gover-
nance in achieving this objective is obvious, at least to 
women, a gender perspective in the mainstream gover-
nance literature is still largely confined to consideration 
of the need for more women in politics, or possibly 
more women in public decision-making, including in 
government. Three of the five gender-related indicators 
in the UNDP Governance Indicators User’s Guide are 
based only on data related to women in politics or deci-
sion-making. One of the two composite indicators, the 
UNDP Gender Empowerment Measure, includes data on 
women in parliament together with economic data on 
income and work, while the ILO GAP Index focuses only 
on national ratification and adherence to the discrimina-
tion convention. 

There is little recognition in the mainstream governance 
literature or the current indicator set of the need for 
transformation of the institutions of power that would 
be involved in gender-sensitive governance by “getting 
institutions right for women” rather than merely “get-
ting institutions right for development”.27 Institutions 
are not, as often assumed, gender neutral because they 
have adapted to men’s patterns of work (full-time, 9 to 
5), men’s values and men’s attitudes and behaviours, 
and meet men’s needs better than women’s because it 
is men who have predominated in both public and pri-
vate sector institutions and decision making—and still 
do in most countries. Movement toward institutional 
change is captured in some of the process indicators sug-
gested in this paper, such as whether mechanisms such 
as gender-sensitive budgeting, gender analysis or gender 
mainstreaming have been implemented. Indicators such 
as increases in the participation of women in decision-
making in parliament, the civil service or the justice 
system represent, on the one hand, outcomes that result 
from institutional (and social) changes. On the other, once 
the proportion reaches the critical 30 per cent level, the 
presence of women also acts as a mechanism that con-
tributes to institutional transformation.

This paper organizes its suggestions for additional gen-
der-sensitive indicators in Table 2 around the UNDP 
governance framework adopted by the Governance Indi-
cators Project. Since women comprise slightly more than 
half the population and considerably more than half of 
the poor in most countries, “getting institutions right for 
women”—gender-sensitive governance—would seem 
to be a pre-requisite for “getting institutions right for 
development”—good governance. Thus, separate gen-
der indicators (such as the GEM or GDI) are inadequate: 
governance indicators across all practice areas need to be 
gender sensitive. 

Table 2 also distinguishes between output/process indi-
cators that capture the processes that lead toward the 
achievement of gender equality, and outcome/impact 
indicators, which measure or reflect the extent to which 
the objective of gender equality has been achieved. It 
does not consider input indicators, which tend to be 
basic measures of staffing, budgets, infrastructure and 
other resources. While inputs are certainly a vital (and 
typically inadequate) ingredient of gender-sensitive gov-
ernance, they are generally captured in processes such 
as gender-sensitive (and performance-based) budgeting, 
gender analysis and gender mainstreaming together with 
routine sex-disaggregation of individual-level data and 
do not need to be separately identified here. The out-
come/impact indicators shown in the table for each of the 
UNDP Governance Service Lines are those that are most 
directly related to the process indicators for the respective 
Practice Area. The GEM and the GDI appear at the end of 
the Table as generalized higher-level outcome indicators 
relevant to all Practice Areas. 

Given the lack of gender-sensitivity in the majority 
of existing data sources, it should not surprise that 
the raw data for some of the suggested indicators 
has not yet been compiled in a convenient or easily 
accessible form. For example, although websites such 
as the UNIFEM-IDRC Canada-Commonwealth Secretariat 
Gender Responsive Budget Initiative and the International 
Budget Project include information about gender budget 
and participatory budget initiatives in many countries 
and local government areas, they do not provide an 
actual database. In other cases, data have been collected 
and presented in usable form, but on an ad hoc basis. The 
value of the data on women in local government gathered 
for the ����������������������������������������������     United Nations Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific (UN ESCAP) Asia-Pacific Summit 
of Women Mayors and Councillors, held at Phitsanulok, 
Thailand, 19 to 22 June 2001 based on reports on the 
“State of Women in Local Government” in 13 countries is 
limited because there is no process in place to ���������� update it 
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on a regular basis. As a result, comparisons over time are 
difficult if not impossible. 

Although in many cases it is difficult to identify an institu-
tion that could or should be responsible for the collection 
and compilation of the required data, potential sources 
have been indicated in the Table. Often, the indicators 
are initially likely to be useful only at the national and 
sub-national levels, where data collection and processing 
arrangements can be more flexible. It is only when a core 
of countries begin to construct and use new indicators 
that the demand and the potential for cross-country com-
parisons can emerge. 

The Millennium Development Goals are one important 
potential source of new indicators. Although not focused 
specifically on governance, Indicator 14 for Goal 3 Target 
4 in the current list of indicators is the Proportion of seats 
held by women in national parliaments. It functions 
essentially as process indicator in terms of the gender 
equality goal of the MDGs, but in Table 2 is identified as 
an outcome indicator in the UNDP governance Practice 
Area of Parliamentary Development. The other current 
indicators for Goal 3 focus on sex differentials in educa-
tion at the primary and secondary levels, literacy, and 
wage employment in the non-agricultural sector. In terms 
of the governance framework, all could be regarded as 
supplementary indicators of outcomes, together with the 
Gender and Development Index and the Gender Empow-
erment Index.

It is worth exploring the potential for the development of 
new indicators for the MDGs to also contribute new indi-
cators for governance. The MDGs are—and will be for the 
immediate future—the main focus of development atten-
tion, and significant technical and financial resources are 
being directed to the collection of data for monitoring the 
MDGs,. Although the international indicators for monitor-
ing progress in achieving the MDGs are effectively set for 
the immediate future, new indicators are being proposed 
and developed by the MDG Task Forces and at the coun-
try level as MDG country reports are being localized. 

The Final Report of Millennium Project Task Force on 
Education and Gender Equality28 proposed a total of 
twelve indicators (actually a total of 19 individual indica-
tors), and appear to have discarded one (Ratio of literate 
females to literate males aged 15-24) in the current set. 
Two of the proposed indicators, 11a Percentage of seats 
held by women in national parliament and 11b Percent-
age of seats held by women in local government bodies 
appear in Table 2 as governance output indicators for 
Practice Areas 1 Parliamentary Development (Indicator 
11a) and 4. Decentralization, local government & urban/
rural development (Indicator 11b). Two other indicators 
proposed by the Task Force could also be considered as 
process indicators of governance, under Practice Area 5 
Public Administration. These are Indicator 6 Land owner-
ship by female, male, jointly held and Indicator 7 Housing 
title by female, male, jointly held. Implementation of 

policies of equal rights to land and housing contributes 
very significantly toward achievement of gender equal-
ity. Administration of such policies and provision of the 
required data are also major tests of the capacity and 
commitment of key governance institutions. 

The existing MDG indicators and the new indicators 
proposed by the Task Force on Education and Gender 
Equality have been incorporated into Table 2 under the 
relevant UNDP Governance Service Lines. 

Suggested pro-poor indicators of governance
The links between governance and poverty are not yet 
well understood. The governance and poverty reduc-
tion agendas have increasingly converged as a result 
of a rethinking of the nature of well-being and human 
development that recognizes the multi-faceted nature 
of poverty and deprivation, and as a result of a broad-
ening of the concept of governance to include political 
accountability and population participation. However, 
there remains a need to link inputs and intermediate gov-
ernance outputs to longer-term poverty impacts.29 

For example, while there seems to be some agreement 
on the existence of a relationship between participation 
of the poor in decision-making, governance and poverty 
outcomes, the direction and nature of the relationship/s 
are unclear. On the one hand, it is widely assumed that 
improved governance will lead to greater participation 
of the poor and thus to improvements in their well-
being and reductions in poverty.30 However, the precise 
mechanisms through which participation of the poor 
might change institutional rules and practice leading to 
different decisions about resource use that would reduce 
poverty generally remain unclear.31 The literature on 
participatory approaches to development is generally 
rather sceptical of the nature and impact of participation, 
tending to see such mechanisms as Participatory Poverty 
Assessments (PPAs) as tokens with little real impact on 
poverty strategies or policies32. On the other hand, one 
of the principal arguments for promoting increased par-
ticipation in development by the poor is that this would 
improve governance and the effectiveness of poverty 
reduction strategies, policies and programmes. The 2005 
report of the Global Governance Initiative observes that:

“Where the poor have opportunities to exercise 
their political and civil rights, governments are more 
attuned to their needs and demands.” 

Taking India as an example, it noted that India’s “elec-
tion surprise has the potential to lend voice to the rural 
poor” and that the new government “seems compelled 
to generate rural growth and provide jobs and services 
for the poor”33

Table 3.1 identifies potential pro-poor governance indi-
cators relating to the meso-level institutional processes 
relevant to each of the UNDP Practice Areas. Regardless 
of the current direction of the relationship/s among par-
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ticipation, governance and poverty outcomes, indicators 
of participation by the poor in decision-making belong 
in any set of pro-poor governance indicators. The par-
ticipation of the poor in decision making is an important 
governance process in its own right because good gover-
nance, like human rights, is demand driven: governance 
will be pro-poor if (and only if ) the poor (and those who 
represent their interests) demand that it be so. Virtually 
all of the process indicators in Table 3 for each of the 
Practice Areas measure in some way the participation of 
the poor in governance or the existence of mechanisms, 
such as participatory budgeting, that would facilitate 
that participation.

Table 3.2 identifies potential outcome indicators related 
to pro-poor macro-economic policies. If the participation 
of the poor (and/or their representatives) in governance is 
to ultimately contribute to poverty reduction, the primary 
mechanism is likely to be the formulation and effective 
implementation of more pro-poor policies. Although the 
term “pro-poor policy” has been widely used and declared 
as a primary objective of development, there has been 
limited understanding of what kind of economic policies 
might be described as pro-poor. The poverty literature is 
increasingly focused on the importance of macro-level 
policy changes as the principal pre-requisite for pro-
poor growth and thus for poverty eradication. These 
policy changes may be regarded as outcome indicators 
for the various governance processes covered in each 
of the Practice Areas. If the processes of parliamentary 
development, electoral systems and processes, justice 
and human rights, e-governance and access to informa-
tion, decentralization, local government and urban/rural 
development and public administration and anti-corrup-
tion measures are pro-poor, the primary outcome for the 
poor will be the formulation and effective implementa-
tion of pro-poor macro economic policies. Thus, the final 
section of Table 3 presents outcome indicators of the 
extent to which macro economic policies are pro-poor.

Recent contributions from UNDP that are helping to clari-
fy the concept of pro-poor policy provide the basis for the 
policy outcome indicators in Table 3.2. Although widely 
used, the precise nature of the terms “pro-poor growth” 

and therefore of pro-poor policies “remains vague and 
general”.34 In November 2004, it could still be said that:

“in most countries, the policy framework is not yet 
aligned with the fundamental objective or reduc-
ing human poverty. Poverty reduction continues to 
be seen as an automatic by-product of economic 
growth and macroeconomic stability. Governments 
and their partners find it difficult to translate the con-
cept of ‘pro-poor growth’ into practice.”35

Two important UNDP initiatives are contributing to an 
emerging consensus on the nature of pro-poor mac-
roeconomic policies. In 2002, the Asia-Pacific Regional 
Programme on the Macroeconomics of Poverty Reduc-
tion developed a research programme around the task 
of identifying pro-poor macroeconomic policies. Nine 
country case studies were undertaken to provide an 
evidence-based platform for the programme, and the 
findings were summarized by Terry McKinley in August 
200336. In 2004, UNDP established the International Pov-
erty Centre (IPC) to “provide developing countries with 
policy advice and technical assistance to understand the 
nature and requirements for pro-poor growth as well as 
the policies that best promote it”37 The indicators in Table 
3.2 are drawn largely from the McKinley paper supple-
mented by materials from the IPC.

Existing poverty indicators tend to focus on outcome and 
impact measures of poverty itself because of the lack of 
process-related data disaggregated by socio-economic 
variables that identify the poor. Various indicators of 
poverty, such as the proportion of the population whose 
income is less than $US 1 per day (in purchasing power 
parity) or falls below some national poverty line and the 
Human Poverty Index, are in widespread use. Although 
all are subject to data and definitional problems38, like 
the HDI, they can be used across all Practice Areas in 
conjunction with the more specific pro-poor governance 
indicators suggested in Table 3.1 as impact indicators for 
poverty reduction. However, as they are well known and 
already incorporated in the MDG monitoring process, 
only the Human Poverty Index is separately identified in 
Table 3.2.
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Table 3. 2  Suggested Pro-Poor Governance Outcome Indicators for All Practice Areas

Outcome / Impact

Indicator Source Notes

1. Human Poverty Index UNDP Human Development 
Report (HDR)

Measures deprivation in dimensions of HDI —a 
long and healthy life, knowledge and a decent 
standard of living.

2. Pro-poor policy indicators: Rationale: 

2.1 Gross capital formation as 
percentage of GDP

•	 World Bank World 
Development Indicators 
(WB-WDI)

•	 To broaden pattern of growth to reach 
the poor; to increase productivity of poor

2.2 Total revenue as percentage 
of GDP •	 WG-WDI •	 Mobilize domestic resources  

for pro-poor policies

2.3 Agricultural value added per 
worker •	 WG-WDI •	 Increase rural productivity  

to benefit the poor

2.4 Average annual growth of 
agriculture •	 WG-WDI •	 Increase rural output to benefit the poor

2.5 Microfinance / rural / agri-
cultural credit as share of total 
domestic credit

•	 Ministry of Finance •	 Access to credit / financial services to 
raise productivity of the poor

2.6 Share of employed in agricul-
ture / manufacturing •	 ILO •	 Employment intensive growth
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III. �Using gender-sensitive and pro-poor 
indicators at national level

Most use has been made of existing governance 
indicators at the international level. They have been 
most widely used for lobbying and advocacy to 
promote governance reforms, and for monitoring 
the realization of government commitments to 
specific aspects of “good” governance, such as the 
implementation of democratic reforms or the imple-
mentation of anti-corruption measures. The main 
users have been agencies of first world govern-
ments, particularly those engaged in international 
assistance, multi-national business interests in the 
private sector, and various international agencies, 
including the United Nations. 

Private sector businesses and investors engaged in or 
contemplating business in developing countries are 
among the targeted users of several of the indicators of 
corruption and bribe-paying. However, the same indicators 
are also used by developed country governments to lobby 
and advocate with developing country governments for 
the implementation of effective anti-corruption measures, 
in some cases with apparent success. For example, since 
publication in 2000 of a list of non-cooperating countries 
on money laundering by the inter-governmental body 
Financial Action Task Force on Money Laundering, several 
countries have taken the necessary actions to be removed 
from the list. The nature of the target group largely 
excludes both women and the poor from among users 
of these indicators. However, if foreign investment could 
be regarded as pro-poor or pro-women39, they could be 
included among the beneficiaries of such investment and 
thus regarded as indirect users of the relevant indicators 
that facilitate or discourage such investment.

Women are not among the major users of existing gov-
ernance indicators, primarily because the indicators 
are gender blind and not relevant to women’s needs. 
Exceptions are the indicator on women’s participation 
in parliament maintained by the International Parlia-
mentary Union, and the IDEA International database on 
electoral quotas for women. Both have been widely and 
actively used by women parliamentarians and women’s 
political groups to support lobbying and advocacy to 
increase women’s participation in national parliaments, 
often through the use of electoral quotas.

Although existing governance indicators have been most 
widely used at the international level, it is at the national 
and sub-national levels that governance indicators are 
most important and have the greatest potential. Gov-
ernance indicators are most important at these levels 
because their effective use is actually part of the process 
of good governance. The use of governance indicators 
by the governed facilitates their participation in the pro-
cesses of governance. 

Governance indicators facilitate direct participation of 
excluded groups in decision making. For example, indica-
tors of the low level of women’s political participation in 
parliament or the electoral system, or their economic par-
ticipation in paid employment in the civil service, can be 
effective tools for women’s groups to become engaged in 
political debate around the need for mechanisms such as 
quotas, affirmative action or gender analysis. Indicators 
showing the exclusion of the poor from pubic services, 
e-governance or other mechanisms of governance can 
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similarly become the focal point for NGO and civil society 
activity directed toward their inclusion.

Governance indicators are also a vital tool for transpar-
ency and accountability. A certain minimum level of 
information in the hands of the governed is necessary in 
order for them to hold governments accountable. Sex-
disaggregated data has been a very important means 
for women’s groups to begin to hold governments to 
account for the effective implementation of commit-
ments made under CEDAW, the Beijing Platform for 
Action or national political platforms. Although indicators 
are generally a rather limited and crude way of present-
ing information, together with disaggregated data they 
can provide a starting place for initiatives such as gender 
budget analysis and citizen’s budgets. 

The national and sub-national levels offer the greatest 
potential for the initial development of new indicators and 
for the tailoring of indicators to the specifics of governance 
mechanisms and situations. The need for comparability 
and thus standardization necessarily limits the usefulness 
of governance indicators at the international level. Sys-
tems of governance and governance practice vary widely 
among countries according to their historical experience, 
culture, and level of development. Such differences must 

be bridged at the international level by often crude 
assumptions about measurement and definitions that 
tend to conceal more than they reveal. Carefully used, 
governance indicators can still have value in lobbying 
and advocacy, as well as to some extent in monitoring. 
However, the greater homogeneity of systems and prac-
tices at the national and sub-national levels facilitates the 
development of more precise and therefore more useful 
indicators with a broader range of applications. 

In order to ensure that the potential of governance indi-
cators is fully realized and that they contribute fully to the 
improvement of governance, users and particularly the 
diversity of potential users must become a primary focus 
of interest. Promoting the capacities of users, including 
women and the poor and other excluded, vulnerable or 
minority groups, is as important as developing better 
indicators. In reality, it is an essential input to the process 
of improving governance. 
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IV. Summary and conclusion

Section I of the paper identifies the problem that this 
paper addresses, which is that existing governance indi-
cators are neither gender-sensitive nor pro-poor. They 
are based on data definition, collection and processing 
procedures that, with few exceptions, fail to take into 
account the potential impact on the data of differences 
in the situation and experiences of women and men in 
general or of poor women and men in particular. Most are 
based on data that are not disaggregated by sex to reveal 
these gender differences and are not disaggregated by 
socio-economic status to identify the disadvantaged situ-
ation of the poor. In many cases, the construction of the 
indicators is based on experiences and situations that are 
not relevant to the majority of women or to the poor. 

To create gender-sensitive and pro-poor indicators, sec-
tion II of the paper argues that ideally the underlying data 
must first be “engendered” by incorporating the effect 
of differences between women’s and men’s lives into all 
data definition, collection and processing procedures. 
Second, all individual-level data obtained (including that 
collected through gender-blind methodologies) must 
be disaggregated by sex in order to highlight the differ-
ent experiences and situations of women and men, and 
by relevant socio-economic variables in order to reveal 
the specific experiences and situations of poor women 
and men. Finally, construction of the indicators them-
selves needs to incorporate the relevant experiences and 
perspectives of women (gender issues) and the poor (pro-
poor concerns). 

As gender is a cross-cutting issue, section III of the paper 
proposes a set of gender-sensitive governance indicators 
in Table 2 for each of the five UNDP Governance Service 
Lines, as well as two general impact gender indicators 
that are relevant to all Practice Areas. The table includes 
both process (output) indicators and outcome indicators 
that are relatively specific to the governance processes 
covered under each Service Line. Similarly, Table 3.1 pro-
poses a set of pro-poor governance indicators for each 
of the five Governance lines, noting that in each case the 
process indicators relate in some way to the participa-
tion of the poor in decision-making, while the outcome 
indicators relate to changes in public sector expenditure 
patterns and the provision of public goods. The poverty 
literature now emphasizes the critical role of macroeco-
nomic policies in providing the resources and supportive 

environment required for the implementation of effective 
poverty reduction strategies. Thus, Table 3.2 proposes the 
Human Poverty Index as a general impact indicator for 
pro-poor governance, and a set of six outcome indicators 
of pro-poor policies that are based on a growing consen-
sus on the nature of pro-poor policies that is emerging 
from recent research by, among others, UNDP on pro-
poor macro-economic policies.

Section IV focuses on the uses of gender-sensitive and 
pro-poor governance indicators, particularly at the 
national and sub-national levels. Although the primary 
use of existing governance indicators has been at 
the international level, section IV stresses the role of 
indicators as instruments that support the core processes 
of governance within countries. Governance indicators 
enable the governed, including women and the poor, to 
monitor the efficiency and effectiveness of governance 
in achieving its objectives and commitments made to 
them. They facilitate people’s participation in decision-
making through, among others, lobbying and advocacy 
to promote better, more gender-sensitive and more pro-
poor governance. Indicators are instruments that facilitate 
transparency and enable the people to hold institutions 
and decision-makers accountable for their decisions and 
use of resources. Thus, the situation and needs of users 
and the potential uses of governance indicators should 
be integrated into the development of the indicators. 
Building the capacity of users and adapting indicators to 
the needs of specific groups of users, particularly women 
and the poor, should be given equal priority with the 
more technical aspects of indicator development. 

Although governance systems are important, in the 
final analysis good governance is brought about by the 
articulated and informed demands of the governed, 
who get the quality of governance that they demand. 
Governance will be gender-sensitive and pro-poor 
because women and poor women and men and their 
representatives in civil society participate in gender-
sensitive and pro-poor processes of governance, monitor 
and evaluate the actions of decision-makers and hold 
them accountable for the achievement of gender-
sensitive and pro-poor outcomes. Gender-sensitive and 
pro-poor governance indicators are essential inputs to 
these processes of good governance.
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