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Preface
These Guidelines aim to support decisions about rural development policy by
offering concepts and methods to improve the quality, availability, and use of
statistics. The Guidelines are the result of a research project undertaken within the
Global Strategy to improve Agricultural and Rural Statistics (GSARS), a statistical
capacity-building initiative whose Global Office (GO) has been hosted by the
Statistics Division of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
(FAO). The Guidelines build upon methodologies developed in papers, technical
reports, and manuals published by the FAO and other organizations.
The Guidelines have two main objectives. One is to propose a definition of what
territory is considered rural that recognizes the differences between what is urban
and what is rural and also among places within rural areas. The definition allows
comparison of “like” areas within and between countries. The second objective is
to identify a set of indicators that provide information on how well rural people are
faring across the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of their lives and
work. These indicators are organized according to the definition of different types
of rural areas.
The Guidelines present and explain how to construct a rural definition that is useful
for organizing statistical information about rural areas. In the definition, the unit of
geography that is used to build up aggregated rural areas within countries is uniform
in size, in contrast to the sizes of typical administrative and political units (e.g.,
census tracts, provinces) that vary within and between countries. These same-sized
parcels are sorted into classes based on shared values of specific measures of the
size and density of population. The starting point for the definition is the separation
of urban from rural areas. The definition of urban is also based on the pattern of
human settlement (its size and density) in built-up areas and is combined with the
rural definition to create a single harmonized urban/rural continuum. The Guidelines
evaluate and identify a sub-set of the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)
Indicators that are particularly relevant for assessing the well-being of individuals
and households in rural areas. The methods for collecting data and constructing the
indicators are explored, as in the use of statistical indicators in policy design,
monitoring, and evaluation.
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1
Introduction
1.1 Objectives
These guidelines aim to support decisions about rural development policy by
offering concepts and methods to improve the quality, availability, and use of
statistics. There are two main objectives.


One is to propose a definition of what territory is considered rural that
recognizes the differences between what is urban and what is rural and also
among places within rural areas. The definition allows comparison of “like”
areas within and between countries.



The second objective is to identify a set of indicators that provide
information on how well rural people are faring across the social, economic,
and environmental dimensions of their lives and work. These indicators are
organized according to the definition of different types of rural areas.

Using the definition and indicators, progress toward ending poverty and hunger,
among other goals, can be assessed within groups of rural people in similar
circumstances. Recognizing commonalities as well as differences among people can
result in policies that are better targeted and consequently more effective.
Countries around the world seek to make life better for their people. Ending poverty
and hunger, ensuring healthy lives, and providing education are among their
principle aims. Reflecting these aspirations, national governments and international
organizations are pledged to meet the SDGs by 2030 (UN 2017). Success will
depend on progress in promoting sustainable development in its three dimensions:
economic, social, and environmental. The global challenge is designing,
implementing, and evaluating effective policies to support the SDG ambitions.
To know how to move forward, governments need up-to-date knowledge about their
citizens, their economies, and their natural environment. Statistical information can
help guide discussions about what policies to adopt, how to provide resources to
implement them, and ultimately whether the hoped-for results are achieved (Box 1).
9

Because three quarters of the world’s poor are estimated to live in rural areas, robust
statistics on the people, markets, and environment in these places are essential.
These statistical data come primarily from censuses, surveys, public and private
administrative records, and, increasingly, from satellites and other means of
remotely gathering observations on the earth and its population. Data from all
sources can be combined to produce a valuable picture of human welfare and
environmental quality. Consequently, it is imperative that countries have the
capacity to acquire, manage, and analyse data on rural areas.
Rural areas have different characteristics than urban areas. Data collection and
analysis must take these differences into account. In rural areas, people live further
apart than in cities and their livelihoods tend to be much more closely tied to the
natural environment than are those of urban dwellers. Moreover, rural development
is a key part of the overall structural transformation of a country’s economy and its
society. These guidelines will address the particular challenges to be faced in
compiling and producing the rural statistics that help give public and private sector
officials and citizens a good picture of life in rural areas.

1.2 Definition of rural areas
What makes a place rural? It might be its people living far apart from one another,
its location relative to small and widely spaced towns and villages or big cities, and
the presence of farming or forestry. A person’s view probably depends on her own
experience, so that a Belgian and an Ethiopian would likely have very different
pictures in mind. Such subjectivity in identifying rural places is to be expected, but
it makes it harder to agree on a common definition of a rural area for statistical
purposes. And, indeed, there is no standard international definition of rural. An
individual country can have a definition of what is rural that is simple (it is what is
not urban) or more complicated (with different kinds of rural areas distinguished by
the main activity, say, farming or tourism). For use within the country, there is no
reason to be concerned if a neighbouring country has a different set of criteria.
However, when making comparisons of statistics between and among countries, the
lack of a consistent definition can create confusion. For example, one country might
report higher rural income than another, but that could be because it has included
higher-income peri-urban areas in its rural territory, while its neighbour does not. A
consistent comparison of “like” with “like” rural areas across countries is desirable
for international purposes, particularly in the case of assessing progress toward
meeting the SDGs. It should be noted that there is no one “correct” definition of
10

what is rural. Rather, the one chosen should be useful for the purpose to which it is
to be put. In this context, it is for statistical analysis that supports rural development
policy decisions.
One of the major objectives of these guidelines is to propose and explain how to
construct a rural definition that is useful for organizing statistical information about
rural areas. A review of definitions previously used in a variety of settings identified
three common dimensions of “rurality” sparse settlement, land cover and use, and
remoteness from urban areas. While consideration of all three dimensions is
potentially useful for policy design and analysis, it is the single dimension of sparse
settlement that is most relevant for international statistical reporting. In the
definition, the unit of geography that is used to build up aggregated rural areas
within countries is uniform in size, in contrast to the sizes of typical administrative
and political units (e.g. census tracts, provinces) that vary within and between
countries. These same-sized parcels are sorted into classes based on shared values
of specific measures of the size and density of population. The starting point for the
definition is the separation of urban from rural areas. The definition of urban is also
based on the pattern of human settlement (its size and density) in built-up areas and
is combined with the rural definition to create a single harmonized urban/rural
continuum.

1.3 Rural statistics
The definition of what is rural is rooted in a sense of place. Rural statistics describe
conditions in rural places. The domain of rural statistics includes farm and non-farm
households. Rural statistics are thus territorial statistics, in contrast to sectoral
statistics that focus on single activities in rural areas, such as agriculture or forestry
or education. The view of rural areas is comprehensive, including social, economic,
and environmental aspects of life in those places. The social dimension concerns
households as users of social services such as health and education. The economic
dimension covers agricultural production, markets, and farm and non-farm income.
The environmental dimensions addresses the use of the natural resources of land
and water.
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1.4 Definition of an indicator
Indicators are statistical measures that are used to support decisions about rural
development policy and to monitor progress toward the goals of those policies.
Indicators can inform decisions about rural policies, such as;






sustainability of agriculture insofar as it affects natural resources necessary
to support public health,
enhancement of non-farm employment opportunities,
provision of basic social services such as education and health care and of
social insurance,
improvement in physical and telecommunications infrastructure, and
promotion of access to financial services outside agricultural credit.

Although agriculture is an important contributor to rural development, these
guidelines will take the scope of rural indicators as covering the non-agricultural
aspects of rural areas. Agriculture as an activity will not be considered. The
exception is the inclusion of farm work and income in household totals.
In these guidelines, rural indicators are selected based on their usefulness in
measuring progress toward rural development policy goals. The household is focal
unit of observation because betterment of the human condition is the ultimate aim.
Within the social, economic, and environmental dimensions, many indicators have
been constructed by national and international agencies, so there are plenty from
which to choose. Here, a key set is chosen from among the indicators designated to
measure progress toward the SDGs. Thus, countries can leverage work already
underway and reference the SDG protocols for guidance on data collection and
indicator construction. The key indicators selected here address SDG goals for
poverty, hunger, health, education, water quality and quantity, energy, economic
growth, infrastructure, and ecosystems. When it is possible, each indicator should
be disaggregated by socio-economic characteristics, including gender and age.

1.5 Process of work
The foundational work for these guidelines was carried out under the auspices of
the GSARS. The GSARS is a comprehensive framework for improving the
availability and use of agricultural and rural data necessary to support decision
making (FAO, WB, and UNSC 2012). Its three pillars are the production of a
minimum set of core data; better integration of agriculture into national statistical
12

systems; and improvement in governance and statistical capacity building. The
Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) of the GSARS and other experts and
government officials reviewed each stage of the research that underpins the
guidelines. The GO of GSARS is hosted within FAO’s Statistics Division in Rome
and is funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the UK Department for
International Development (DFID).
The rural definition was implemented in partnership with the European Union (EU)
European Commission (EC) Regional Directorate (DGregio) and the Joint Research
Centre at Ispra, Italy in collaboration with the World Bank (WB), United Nations
Human Settlement Programme (UN-HABITAT), and the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). These organizations have taken
the lead in constructing a consistent and comparable definition of what is urban
employing the EU-OECD definition of cities that is based on population size and
density and the EU degree of urbanization. The JRC provided the expertise to assist
GSARS in analysing alternative ways of constructing the definition and in ensuring
its alignment with the emerging urban definition. Ultimately, the harmonized urban
and rural definition is to be proposed to the United Nations Statistical Commission
(UNSC) for use in compiling population and other global statistics, including the
SDGs.
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2
Constructing a definition of
rurality
2.1 Concept of rurality
The purpose of having a definition of rural is to allow comparisons between rural
and urban areas and among rural areas of different character and to be able to make
these comparisons not only within a given country but also across countries. So, the
aim is to be able to compare “like” areas to “like” areas, which is an ambitious goal
given all the differences in the nature of rural areas within and across countries. But
capturing these distinctions is important because of the desire to target interventions
for effective policy and to understand how the context determines outcomes of
interest, primarily poverty alleviation and environmental sustainability. The
ambition is also challenged by the lack of a consensus definition of what is rural, as
the concept of rurality is both multi-dimensional and subjective. There may be
agreement at a high level that places with small populations and low population
density are more rural than places with larger, more densely settled populations.
However, to make the concept useful and measurable, a definition must be more
specific.
The area considered rural is defined in relation to the areas considered to be urban.
Often what is rural is simply what is not urban, but it is easy to think of different
kinds or degrees of rurality, from fairly populated areas with extensive cropland to
less densely settled areas of sparse vegetation. In addition to being able to
distinguish what is urban from what is rural, a useful definition will also be able to
characterize how different parts of rural areas vary from one to the other. That means
constructing a definition that can represent rural areas along a continuum, rather
than lumping them all together under the same label.
The key question, then, is how to choose a definition. The answer depends on the
purpose for which the definition is sought. The purpose in the current setting is to
provide perspective that will help guide policy design and implementation and
ultimately measure progress toward policy goals. That means that the definition of
14

rural ought to be based on factors relevant in determining or explaining outcomes
of interest (such as a reduction in hunger), as opposed to referencing outcomes
themselves. For example, a definition of rural should not be based on stratification
of areas by income if improving incomes is the policy goal. Instead, it should reflect
the factors that condition income growth and that, ideally, can be affected by
government actions. To illustrate, physical accessibility to labor markets would be
appropriate to consider including in a definition if the goal is growth in wage
employment for rural people. Accessibility could be improved by public road
building. If ultimately the analytical purpose of the definition is to organize
reporting of outcomes using indicators, then the definition of what is rural should
not refer to outcomes.
What people consider to be a rural area is ultimately a subjective determination,
which depends on social and cultural context as much as settlement patterns and
landscape. Recognizing that subjectivity, no definition can be said or proved to be
uniquely correct; rather, a definition can only be judged to be more or less
appropriate for the use to which it will be put. In any context, rurality is likely to
have several conceptual dimensions, and it is important to construct a definition that
encompasses the aspects relevant for its purpose. A definition aimed at identifying
what is rural for purposes of promoting recreation would presumably consider
scenic beauty along with open space, while one that is focused on optimal land use
would incorporate dimensions of resource quality and quantity. Here, the ultimate
purpose is to facilitate assessment of the well-being of people and the quality of the
environment in places in the developing world that are not densely settled. The
definition should support understanding of the challenges of reducing the poverty
that is widespread in rural areas and of promoting the sustainable use of natural
resources in these areas. In this setting, the dispersion of the population over the
land and the characteristics and use of the available land and water resources could
be thought of as key dimensions of rurality. The access the people have to basic
requirements for living is also relevant. The definition sought here is thus specific
to this context and to its use in policy analysis and decision making in pursuit of
rural development within the framework of the SDGs.
Over the years, definitions of what is rural have emerged in both domestic and
international settings. While there is much to be learned from individual (mainly
developed) country efforts, the international and multilateral analyses are most
relevant to the task at hand because they have considered how to make cross-border
comparisons. Differences in administrative structures and in the make-up of
economies have to be acknowledged, along with the variation in social and
15

environmental conditions that are present even within countries. Closer examination
of these efforts sets the stage for constructing a globally consistent definition.


The UNSC has addressed the definition of rural. It observed that “because
of national differences in the characteristics that distinguish urban from rural
areas” no single definition of rural has emerged. The Commission suggests
that the traditional urban/rural dichotomy be supplemented by constructing
a continuum of localities based on density of settlement. Additional criteria
might be added, for example, the portion of the workforce in farming or ease
of access to medical care and education. In any event, the definition should
not be too complicated in order that it be applied expeditiously and be
understood by users.



The International Labor Organization (ILO) conducted a country-bycountry inventory of urban and rural definitions to support its efforts
promoting decent work in the rural economy. As the UNSC suggests is the
case, ILO found that national definitions of rural and urban areas vary widely
and frequently set rural territory as the residual of what is defined as urban
(Box 2). A majority of the countries based their definition on a single
criterion: administrative area; population size; or settlement area. ILO also
noted the use of multiple criteria, including the predominance of agricultural
activities and the availability of infrastructure services. Regional differences
were flagged, with administrative area being the main criterion in Latin
America, Asia, and Europe, and population size in Africa. This existence of
many different national definitions suggests the considerable challenge in
arriving at a definition for use in international comparisons.



In the 2008 World Development Report (WDR), the World Bank
emphasized the centrality of agriculture in promoting development and
alleviating rural poverty. In making comparisons of agriculture growth and
poverty across countries, the WDR uses the UN definition of rural as being
that which is not urban. In UN population data, rural areas are as defined by
National Statistical Offices (NSOs), where rural population is calculated as
the difference between total and urban population. A listing of the basis for
each national definition reveals a wide variety of criteria. Consequently, this
lack of consistency means that the rurality of the rural areas across countries
is very different and is not based on any standardized methodology. Thus,
the identification of a country’s or the world’s rural population will be
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sensitive to change in the underlying definitions of urban and the rural
residual.


Addressing differences across countries and within rural areas, the WDR
devised a more differentiated scheme so as to enable comparison of like with
like. By plotting the contribution of agriculture to overall economic growth
against the portion of the country’s poor living in rural areas, the WDR
placed each country into one of three “settings:” agriculture-based;
transforming; and urbanized. Within each “setting,” more and less favored
areas for agricultural development were identified with respect to access to
markets and to agro-climatic potential. These two criteria were used to sort
rural areas into two types in each of three groupings of countries.



In the WDR 2009, Reshaping Economic Geography, a different definition
of urban was used. For all countries, it identified as urban all settlement
above a set minimum population size and minimum population density that
are within a certain travel time by road. The residual areas considered nonurban or rural would thus be different from the 2008 WDR.



The OECD developed and implemented a definition of rural to apply to its
mostly developed country membership. It started with classification of each
administrative unit of a country by population density and then further by
the size of urban centers within a region. This sorting yielded three types of
areas: predominately urban, intermediate, and predominantly rural.
Representing remoteness, the driving time needed to reach a highly
populated center was applied to create more types. Given its relative
unimportance in these developed country rural areas, agriculture did not
figure as a relevant dimension of rurality.



In pursuit of more effective territorial development policy, the EU European
Observation Network for Territorial Development and Cohesion (ESPON)
devised an urban/rural typology and also presented one that made
distinctions among rural areas. The urban/rural continuum had five
categories (predominately urban, intermediate region close to a city, remote
intermediate region, predominately rural region close to a city, and remote
predominately rural region). Within the two categories of predominately
rural, the areas were further divided into four classes based on the main
economic activity. “Agrarian” areas were those characterized by primary
sector (chiefly agriculture) dominance. Areas classed as “consumption
countryside” were characterized by having visitors for recreational purposes.
17

Secondary sector and private service sector areas were economically
diversified and exhibited employment structures like those of urban areas.
Review of these analyses demonstrates that countries do not share a common
approach to defining what is rural. Moreover, multiple definitions have been applied
globally, but they vary depending on the purpose of the analysis. Making valid
comparisons across countries necessitates coming up with one definition to be
applied globally that suits its role in organizing indicators of key policy outcomes.
So it is helpful that there is a degree of consistency in the concepts (if not the
empirical representation) that underlie the definition: population size and density,
economic activity on the land, and distance from big cities.

2.2 Dimensions of rurality
We are interested in the many kinds of rural areas because their differences can
matter to the design of policies aimed at improving the well-being of the people who
live in them. For example, help with buying fertilizer would matter to a crop farmer
more than it would to a nomadic herder, who lives in a very different environment.
As has been seen, rural definitions most usually address one or more of three
dimensions that characterize differences between urban and rural areas and among
rural areas.


Sparse settlement reflects the idea that urban areas are those that have the
most people and that are most densely settled, while rural areas are more
sparsely populated and settled.



Land cover is the physical cover on the land including vegetation (either
planted or naturally occurring) and any buildings or features constructed by
humans. Land cover reflects and determines land use, which is related to the
human activities that take place there.



Remoteness affects the opportunities people have to gain access to markets
and to public services. It is most often represented by the difficulty of
physical travel to places where markets and services are more available.

The dimensions to be included in the definition must be selected. There is no “right”
or “wrong” choice, just one that fits the reason for wanting to say what is rural.
Especially in applications to individual countries, considerations in making the
choice can include how much variation there is in each dimension and how fast its
characteristics are changing. For example, land cover in a country could be similar
18

in all areas, so including the dimension of land cover would not add much to making
distinctions across areas. It is also a good idea to choose dimensions that are not
changing rapidly. So, if major road building projects are underway in a wide area,
choosing remoteness as a dimension might quickly result in the definition’s being
outdated. Similarly, if migration to urban areas is occurring very, very rapidly, then
population size and density of settlement might be too fluid to include in a definition
that will frame policy decisions over years. Beyond these aspects, the big question
is how to think about empirical measures to represent each dimension.
2.2.1 Sparse settlement
What is rural is a relative concept, based on observation of variation in the number
and distribution of people over the land. The most populous and densely settled parts
of a country are its urban areas. Rural areas are relatively less densely populated and
are seen as different in degree, if not in kind. Chomitz et al. note that the
“opportunities, constraints, and living conditions in these two locales are obviously
different.” The physical reality of a widely dispersed population can make goods
and services more expensive to deliver, both for the public and private sector. Where
a household lives can thus affect how and whether government and markets can
reach it, which in turn can determine how well it does in terms of income and
employment and other important outcomes.
The sparse settlement dimension of rurality can be represented by variables that
measure or reflect population size and distribution. Population density (number of
inhabitants divided by unit of area) is frequently used in characterizing the
urban/rural continuum. As the Wye Group Handbook Rural Households’
Livelihood and Well-Being, Statistics on Rural Development and Agriculture
Household Income (UN 2012) points out, it is “both intuitive for users and simple
for providers of rural indicators to calculate,” and “rural areas will always have a
lower population density than urban areas.” Moreover, using density as opposed to
population size “neutralizes some of the distorting effects” of differences in the size
of spatial units defined by political or administrative boundaries. Population density
may be correlated with other variables that could also be used to represent sparse
settlement. According to the Wye Group Handbook, “Population density reflects
characteristics of settlement, distance, and even intensity of communication and
land use.” So, for example, a measure of built-up area could be mapped onto the
urban/rural continuum as a proxy for a direct measure of population density.
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Population density is one variable that could be used to represent the sparse
settlement dimension of rurality. By itself, however, it may not adequately capture
the concept. A relatively densely populated area could be found in a town
surrounded by a less densely settled rural region. That town could be classified as
urban if no reference were made to its otherwise rural context. For this reason,
urban/rural definition includes a variable measuring the size of a population in a
densely settled cluster. For example, the OECD considers an area otherwise deemed
rural by virtue of low population density to be “intermediate” between urban and
rural if it contains an urban center of more than 200,000 representing at least a
quarter of the population. The threshold that moves an area out of the rural category
is a choice that depends heavily on context. The OECD sets an “intermediate”
threshold of 500,000 people for the generally more densely populated countries of
Japan and Korea. In any event, both population density and population size may be
included as variables representing the dimension of sparse settlement.
2.2.2 Land cover
The physical cover on the land consists of vegetation (occurring naturally or
cultivated) and of buildings and roads and other man-made features (FAO 2014).
Data on land cover will describe what areas are covered by forest, grassland,
impervious surfaces, cropland and other land and water types (such as wetlands and
open water). In contrast, land use is what people do on the landscape (for example,
build factories, construct houses, create parks, grazing cattle) with the intention of
getting benefit from its use. A given type of land cover, say a tree cover, could
support multiple land uses: recreation, logging, and/or conservation.

20

Because physical cover varies over the landscape, an empirical representation has
to have different categories to reflect the kinds of cover. FAO has developed a global
classification Global Land Cover - SHARE (GLC-SHARE) with the following
eleven divisions.











Artificial surfaces
Croplands
Tree covered areas
Shrub covered areas
Herbaceous vegetation
Mangroves
Sparse vegetation
Bare soils
Snow and glaciers
Inland water bodies

The entirety of the earth’s surface (aside from oceans) can be identified with one of
these categories. To do that, a measure of land area has to be chosen, be it acres,
hectares, or square miles or kilometers. An individual country might associate a
dominant land use type with an administrative or political unit, say a tree covered
province. But of course, the size of these units vary across countries, so such
assignments can be confusing in trying to put together a global picture. In contrast,
earth-orbiting satellites have a world view and create images of land cover without
regard to human-designated boundaries. Analysts can divide up satellite images into
uniform parcels, in a grid of cells of equal size, and identify the land cover in each
one. Not only does this standardization improve the accuracy of the land cover
designation, it allows consistent comparisons across countries. This approach is
flexible in its application in a rural definition. Further refinements of the GLCSHARE categories can be made and applied. The grid cells can also be aggregated
into areas that align with administrative or political boundaries.
2.2.3 Remoteness
Remoteness as a dimension of rurality represents the opportunity, or lack of
opportunity, people have to gain access to markets and to public services.
Considering the relevant dimensions of rurality in the context of Latin America and
the Caribbean, Chomitz et al. select population density and remoteness from large
cities.
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We argue that these criteria constitute important gradients along with economic
behaviour and where population densities are low, markets of all kinds are thin, and
unit costs of delivering most social services and many types of infrastructure are
high. Where large urban areas are distant, farm-gate (or factory-gate) prices of
outputs will be low and prices of inputs will be high, and it will be difficult to recruit
skilled personnel to public service or private enterprises. Thus, remoteness and low
population density together define a set of rural areas that face special challenges in
development. (p.1)
Moving people from place to place, bringing goods to them, or reaching them with
services comes at a cost associated either with physical transport or with
telecommunications. Remoteness is a stand-in concept for access to labor markets
and needed goods and services. It is not a perfect proxy, however, as distance may
not restrict access to one service (for example, on-line education) but it may be a
significant barrier to another (for example, surgery at a regional hospital). Still,
distance from urban areas is generally thought to be an important dimension of
rurality.
Regarding the benefits of being near an urban area, the 2009 WDR emphasized the
importance to development of agglomeration economies. These are the benefits that
come when firms and people locate near one another together in cities and industrial
clusters, effectively lowering the costs of transporting goods and sharing knowledge
(NBER 2010). Remote populations will find it more costly to take advantage of the
benefits associated with urbanization. While there are surely negative aspects of
urbanized areas, such as pollution and overcrowding, they also can present unique
opportunities to advance economic well-being.
Identification of an empirical measure of remoteness can depends on the setting.
Intuitively, a remote area is far from an urban area in terms of distance, the time it
takes to travel physically from one place to another. The mode and speed of
transportation, however, would be expected to vary depending on terrain and on the
presence or absence of infrastructure. Travel by road or train might be most usual
in one place, but travel by water or foot in another. While the variables chosen would
be different across countries, or even within countries, the underlying supposition
is that physical presence in an urban area is key, however it is achieved. As noted,
some disadvantages of remoteness could be overcome by telecommunication or
internet services, as for example with the provision of health care services through
satellite video. However, remoteness in terms of travel time is likely to be the most
expedient approach in selecting a variable.
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2.3 Defining rural areas for international comparisons
When constructing a rural definition that can be used to compare conditions across
countries, it is important to compare like areas with like areas. If farm household
incomes were being compared across countries, then households in places with crop
farming should be matched to households in these same kind of areas in other
countries. For a comparison of outcomes to make sense, households should face the
same kind of rural circumstances. Looking across households in similar rural
settings makes it easier to tell whether it is policy that makes a difference in
outcomes as opposed to other factor in the environment (for example, the kind of
land cover present). Another impediment to comparing like with like arises when
the areas used in forming the definition of rural are very different in size. Suppose
a particular type of rural area in one country is twice or three times the size that of
another’s. If the size of the population in both areas were the same, the density in
the first would obviously be less than in the second. However, the lower density in
the large area might obscure the fact that most of the population lives in one corner,
equal in area to that of the second country. So, in making international comparisons,
a definition of what is rural should be consistent across countries in choice of
dimensions and in the physical area of the units being measured.
For the purpose of reporting indicators, an internationally comparable definition of
what is rural is based on the dimension of sparse settlement and is applied over
geographical parcels of equal size. As noted, the dimension of land cover and use
can be added to the classification of parcels when policy design calls for information
about economic activity on the land. The dimension of remoteness may also be
included. Though the concept seems straightforward, it is not always clear how to
represent it with data. For example, is remoteness always a function of physical
distance? Or might it be related to access to telecommunications that allow
commercial transactions to take place virtually or that allow social services like
health care to be delivered remotely? Also, data on road networks and their use are
hard to come by on a global scale, although there have been recent attempts at
improvement. Use of mass transportation might also be complicated to measure. In
any case, remoteness might be considered less a permanent aspect of rurality and
more a condition to be addressed by taking steps to improve access to markets and
services in the rural areas themselves. If that is the case, then a definition should not
include the policy target.
In terms of geography, it is obvious that both between and within countries the
physical size of administrative and/or political units varies considerably. Moreover,
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the boundaries that define these units can change over fairly short periods of time,
such as from one census enumeration to another. What is needed is a consistent
designation of the basic spatial unit to which the definition will be applied. Of course
it is unrealistic to expect all countries to adopt the same size administrative or
political units. Fortunately, advances in Geographic Information System (GIS)
present the alternative of the global grid, where each cell in the grid is of uniform
size, most often one square kilometer. These cells can then be combined into
aggregates to form administrative or political units specific to a country.
The adoption of the grid cell as the spatial unit is also advantageous considering the
increase in geo-referenced data collection (Box 3). When the location of a household
in a survey is recorded in terms of latitude and longitude, it can be placed with
precision on the earth’s surface. When a grid is overlaid on a surface map, the cell
that contains the household is determined. Then, other data that are geo-referenced,
such a land cover type, can be associated with that household. In this way, a
comprehensive view of the household and its environment can be obtained. Use of
electronic devices in census enumerations and surveys is becoming more
widespread. Although geo-referencing is not yet the global norm, it makes sense to
adopt the grid cell as a standard now, in anticipation of its future use.
So, the harmonized urban/rural definition proposed here will achieve consistency
with respect to choice of dimension (sparse settlement) and of spatial unit (grid cell).
The issue of implementation and the data and methods to be used will be addressed
in the next chapter.
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3
Definition: implementation
3.1 The harmonized urban/rural definition
The harmonized urban-rural definition proposes a continuum that characterizes
settlements based on population size and density. It is purely people-based and relies
on a population grid with cells of 1 km2. The grid is developed by the JRC of the
EC within the GHSL project1. The Degree of Urbanization (DEGURBA+) is the
conceptual schema that applies globally to the population grids of the GHSL2.
The definition is consistent with the ongoing emphasis of the United Nations
Statistical Division (UNSD) on the integration of geospatial and statistical
information and on the use of geospatial referencing in enumeration of the 2020
census3. Moreover, the United Nations General Assembly (UNGA) has stipulated
that the SDG indicators be disaggregated by key demographic categories and by
geographic location.4 While the use of geocoded data and geographical information
systems is not at present widespread among countries, there is consensus that
moving toward global adoption is a goal that will enhance the value of statistics in
a wide range of applications in the public and private sector.
The definition allows policy officials to identify the different types of rural
environments that are important to understanding what intervention would be
effective in attaining rural policy goals. This definition has a number of advantages
for international statistical reporting and for policy and program design and
evaluation.

1

https://ghsl.jrc.ec.europa.eu/

2

It can be freely downloaded here. The layer with the urban-rural categorization is called GHSSMOD. https://ghsl.jrc.ec.europa.eu/
3

Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses, available at
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic/meetings/egm/NewYork/2014/P&R_Revision3.pdf
4

UN General Assembly resolution 71.313, Work of the Statistical Commission Pertaining to the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, 6 July 2017.
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The definition is people-based, which fits the focus of policy on improving
well-being of households and communities.



The population grid on which the definition is built provides the information
needed to assign areas to a class in the urban/rural continuum and is also is
compatible with analytical use. Geo-coded data on household
characteristics, employment, health care facilities, land use, and the like can
be overlaid on the grid so that key indicators can be associated with small
geographies of rural classes.



Policy design must also account for the administrative organization
necessary to carry out an intervention. Here, the grid cells can be combined
in larger aggregates to match the boundaries of service delivery by
bureaucratic units of government.



The stability of the definition as manifested in the population grid makes
updating relevant statistical data, as when a new census is taken,
straightforward.



For national statistical offices, the ease of aggregating grid cells into
homogenous class units can facilitate the development of area frames for
devising surveys.

The urban/rural continuum is proposed for use in international reporting and
comparisons, but the approach can be adapted as desired in applications in national
settings. The thresholds that mark one class from another can be altered to line up
with domestic perceptions of rurality. Other criteria, such as the presence of
agriculture detected from land cover maps or remoteness from urban areas, can be
incorporated to form classes that are relevant for specific domestic policy
objectives. As an example, if the concern is access to agricultural markets, it could
be helpful to add criteria to the definition that allow identification of areas of
intensive crop farming and their proximity to cities or to regional market towns.

3.2 Development and specification
In developing the conceptual and empirical basis for the harmonized urban/rural
definition, FAO and the GSARS joined and collaborated with the Voluntary
Commitment Group (VCG), which includes EC, OECD, WB, UN-HABITAT, and
the Statistical Office of the European Union (EUROSTAT). The VCG initially
focused on proposing an internationally-consistent urban definition; additional
26

consideration of rural classifications, as was being pursued by FAO and GSARS,
could therefore logically be incorporated into the VCG framework to produce a
harmonized urban/rural definition.
The JRC of the European Commission JRC uses global geospatial data from the
remote sensing of built-up areas and spatially-referenced census data as inputs in
the GHSL project to build human population grids for the epochs 2015, 2000, 1990,
and 19755. The GHSL is a new tool for assessing human presence on the planet. It
operates with open and free-of-charge data and spatial modelling methods to derive
sound, reproducible, synoptic, and cost-effective information.6 The harmonized
definition relies on the global one square kilometre grids of the GHSL, such that the
internationally consistent definition is based solely on population size and density.
As noted, countries may find it useful domestically to add criteria beyond the one
that is people-based, including perhaps land use, characterizing human activities
that take place on the land, and/or remoteness from urban areas, which affects
opportunities for people to gain access to markets and services. These additional
layers, combined with other geo-coded data, provide a robust platform for policy
analysis using econometrics and other statistical methods.
The continuum of the harmonized definition allows delineation of urban and rural
areas and makes it possible to distinguish between cities, towns, and suburbs in
densely settled urban areas and among villages and areas with dispersed population
or that are uninhabited. This higher level of detail or disaggregation facilitates the
analysis and understanding of how variations in people’s circumstances and wellbeing are based on the places where they live and how to design policies meaningful
to each reality. The spatial population grid that underlies the definition assigns
population to cells of uniform size of one square kilometer across the landscape.
These can then be aggregated using any administrative or political boundaries that
have significance in domestic contexts, though they work best with small units.
The harmonized definition can be applied at different levels of detail with respect
to classes in the urban/rural continuum. Level 1 distinguishes among urban centers
(cities), urban cluster (towns and suburbs), and rural areas (all other territory). Level
2 separates towns and suburbs and sub-divides rural areas into villages, areas of

5

See https://ghsl.jrc.ec.europa.eu/

6

See https://ghsl.jrc.ec.europa.eu/data.php
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dispersed population, and uninhabited places. Figure 1 documents these
relationships between Levels 1 and 2.
Figure 1. Hierarchy of Classes in the Harmonized Definition

Class thresholds based on
density of settlement and
population size.

FOR LEVEL 1
- URBAN CENTRES
-

1500 people/km2
Total pop > 50000

- URBAN CLUSTERS
-

> 300ppl/km2
Total pop > 5000

- RURAL
-

< 300ppl/km2
Outside urban
cluster

The thresholds that separate classes must be identified quantitatively. Based on the
EU Degree of Urbanization scheme7, the cut-off values have been defined through
an iterative process and have been tested globally. Figure 3 presents the specific
thresholds used by FAO and GSARS in country testing of the harmonized
definition.

7

See http://ec.europe.eu/eurostat/web/gisco/geodata/reference-data/population-distributiondemography/degurba
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Figure 2. Class thresholds for the urban/rural continuum

It should be noted that the urban/rural categorization is developed from the best data
available globally. These data sets are each constructed with methods that are the
same for every country, thus facilitating cross-country comparisons. When better
data become available, thresholds will be refined to ensure fidelity in the empirical
definition with what is observed. As examples, higher spatial resolution data, more
detailed and updated information on human population, and detailed statistics on
the use of the built-up areas could be incorporated to refine the application of the
urban/rural continuum. Specifically, the thresholds shown in Figure 2 can be
expected to change as these refinements are made.
It is to be expected that there will be differences in the degree of congruence between
domestic classifications and those of the harmonized definition. To varying degrees,
that variation will be attributed to the use of legal, non-population based
administrative boundaries for classification, adoption of other thresholds to separate
the classes in the definition, and the imposition of additional non-population criteria,
such as economic activity and remoteness, in classifying settlements. Nonetheless,
many countries have shown familiarity and agreement with the definition’s
portrayal of urban and rural as a continuum rather than as a dichotomy and have
acknowledged the value of having a consistent definition for international reporting
and comparisons.
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The population grid consisting of one kilometer square cells covers the globe. Each
grid cell is assigned to a class in the harmonization definition. As noted, these grid
cells are defined independently of the borders of political or administrative units
designated by countries. However, at present, statistical data are generally collected
in accordance with such boundaries and are not referenced by coordinates of
longitude and latitude that would allow placement of a survey or census respondent
in a specific location. Therefore, to allow the definition to be applied globally today,
administrative boundaries would be overlaid on the GHSL grid. An individual
administrative unit can then be categorized based on the class in which the majority
of the population is found.
The aggregation of grid cells into large parcels of geography dilutes some of the
value of having detailed population data. However, geo-referenced data collection
is becoming more widespread and is expected to emerge as the global standard for
survey design and census taking. The rural definition described here will thus
remain relevant and become even more useful in future applications. With georeferenced data, grid cells can be combined according to any scheme. For example,
groupings could be made corresponding to smaller administrative aggregates like
municipalities or to natural resource features such as watersheds.
As of December 2018, the thresholds in Levels 1 and 2 of the harmonized definition
were being refined based on global sensitivity testing by the JRC. Going forward,
the source for updated versions of the definition (as well as technical specifications
of the model and country-specific fact sheets) is the EC Global Human Settlement
website (www.ghslsys.jrc.ec.europa.eu). The GHSL tool operates in an open and
free data and methods access policy (open input, open method, open output). With
appropriate capacity in geospatial analysis, a country may apply the harmonized
definition to its own territory and use the resulting classifications as the basis for
policy analysis and international statistical reporting (see Section 7).
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4
Motivating and Using
Rural Statistics
4.1 National and rural development policy objectives
National and international policy objectives are chosen to make people better off,
that is, to improve their well-being (Box 4). The seventeen SDGs (Box 5) provide
the basis for a plan of action to tackle the global challenges identified in the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development. While none of the goals address rural areas
specifically, they are all more or less relevant to improving the well-being of rural
people. The elements of national rural development policies are aligned with the
SDG orientation to eradicating poverty and hunger as primary aims. Designing
effective policies requires a good grasp of the conditions in rural areas, which in
turn depends on building a solid base of knowledge about rural people, their
activities, communities, and natural environment.
Once the desired outcomes of improved rural well-being are identified, figuring out
how to achieve them is complicated. Each country faces a different set of
circumstances in terms of geography, politics, and economics. There is no “one size
fits all” set of policy prescriptions. Therefore, policy decision makers have to
consider how to adjust generic policy solutions to their particular situation. Here is
where the demand arises for knowledge about the social, economic, and
environmental factors specific to their own country. Statistical information is a key
part of the information base that supports a good understanding of the relationships
that have to be addressed in designing effective policy. Indeed, renewed attention to
the empirical fact base for good policy making is reflected in the agreement to
collect data and construct indicators that monitor progress toward the attainment of
the SDGs by 2030.
Collecting, organizing and analyzing statistical evidence is a challenge for all
countries. The presence of significant constraints on funds and human capacity can
make an already daunting task even harder. To avoid wasting resources,
governments must take care to collect only those data most critical to understanding
31

the context in which policy must be designed and executed. A better understanding
of the circumstances peculiar to rural areas and of the role of rural development in
the overall transformation of a country’s economy can assist in making good choices
in gathering the evidence needed to support policy decisions.
Globally, the persistent presence of poverty in rural areas has brought focus to the
task of designing policies aimed specifically at people who live in places outside
cities. Compared to the circumstances of urban areas, the characteristics of rural
areas present unique challenges. First, the dispersion of people over the landscape
means that public and private services must extend farther than in more densely
populated areas, and, as a result, may be more costly to provide. Second, the
significant position of agriculture in the rural economy requires attention to
increasing farm productivity but also developing supply and marketing chains that
also potentially cover long distances. In rural areas, improvements in agricultural
productivity can lead to increased farm income but non-agricultural income growth
is required as a complement. Third, it is not just distance but terrain that can present
barriers to efficient provision of infrastructure, not just physical but also
technological. Fourth, protection of natural resources and maintenance of
environmental quality are concomitant concerns. So, policy aimed at improving the
well-being of rural people is conditioned by a different set of circumstances than
found in urban areas.
In a broad context, rural development is a key part of the overall structural
transformation of a country’s economy and its society. What happens in rural areas
is related to what happens in urban areas through migration of people as well as
through stronger linkages in commerce and information sharing. So, while there has
to be a focus on rural areas in gathering evidence for rural development policy
decisions, this wider view has to be kept in mind. In its 2016 Rural Development
Report Fostering inclusive rural transformation, International Fund for Agricultural
Development (IFAD) lays out a framework for thinking about the place of rural
development in a country’s overall structural transformation (see Box 6). Here the
primary concern is with rural development, although it is easy to see the close
relationship it has to what IFAD calls rural transformation and inclusive rural
transformation.
Although the IFAD framework differentiates between urban and rural situations, the
previous discussion of a rural definition shows that there is a continuum across
urban and rural areas in terms of settlement density and also heterogeneity in land
cover. This continuum contains secondary towns and cities, smaller than big urban
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areas, which can act as economic hubs for rural areas. Christiaensen and Kanbur
have proposed that public investment in these smaller places could improve the
chances for poverty reduction by encouraging migration from agricultural areas.
Agriculture and rural development and the broader agrifood system are key
elements in overall structural transformation, and it could be that it is the agrifood
industry in smaller cities and towns that leads in providing non-farm employment
in rural areas. As IFAD points out, “Not only do [farming and food processing]
contribute directly to livelihoods, food and nutrition security, and environmental
and natural resource conservation, they also define the politics of transformation,
which, in turn, frames the political economy of rural development.”
The preferred policy approach to rural development seeks territorial rather than
sectoral development, having the entire rural economy as its scope rather than only
agriculture. According to the Wye Group Handbook, rural policy in developing
countries would therefore be expected to address the following concerns:


the enhancement of the rural non-farm sector, in order to reduce farmers’
vulnerability and improve their income and employment opportunities;



the provision of basic social services, necessary condition for a broad-based
rural development and creation of social safety nets;



the lack of infrastructure and access to information, which are two of the
most critical impediments for rural population development and economic
growth; and,



the promotion of an easier access to credit, productive inputs and
technologies, land, extension services, in particular to women and
indigenous peoples.

The role of a sustainable agriculture, which still represents the main source of
livelihoods and food security for most rural people, is largely the province of
agricultural development policy. Additionally, emphasis on the environment has
continued to increase, reflecting a recognition of the need to address increasing
resource scarcity and the under provision of environmental services. As described
by de Janvry in the 2009 Elmhirst Lecture, intensive agricultural systems may
impair the environment through agrochemical pollution, discharge of animal waste,
and depletion of underground aquifers. Extensive systems can result in
deforestation, desertification, and loss of biodiversity. Considering these negative
consequences, resource scarcity and degradation can adversely affect both the
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sustainability of agriculture and public health. For rural farm and non-farm
households, clean air and potable water are necessities beyond the requirements of
agriculture.
There is overlap in policy targets between sectoral and territorial policy. However,
consistent with the IFAD distinction between agricultural and rural development, in
the current context the domain of rural statistics will be defined to exclude
agricultural production as an activity. However, farm income (in-kind and
monetary) can be an important contributor to well-being. Rural households,
especially those living in poverty, have to be resourceful in making use not only of
any opportunities in agriculture but also of off-farm (and non-market) engagement.
The concept of rural livelihoods is important to this perspective. “A livelihood
comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims, and access) and
activities required for a means of living” (Chambers and Conway). The concept
suggests that households diversify their activities and sources of social support in
pursuit of a better standard of living. Rural development policy with a territorial
perspective would encompass initiatives to create employment in non-farm
activities (such as food processing) and to invest in health and education services
that augment an individual’s ability to contribute to the household. Consequently,
rural data collection will make a significant effort to conduct censuses and surveys
that provide information about rural livelihoods.

4.2 Using rural statistics in policy making
The premise of evidence-based policy making is that better results can be achieved
using rigorous evidence to inform decisions. Its emergence has heightened the
demand for quantitative information to provide insight into the design and the
evaluation of policy. This is true at both the international and national level, and
there is, as discussed above, overlap in the interests of both sets of policymakers.
There are five elements in evidence-based policy (Box 7).
Clearly, building a full system of evidence-based policy support is a complicated
task, and one few, if any, countries have successfully tackled. Here, the focus is on
the fourth step to do with outcome monitoring. Data used in this step would likely
be useful in the other steps, as well, so collection of data and construction of
indicators for outcome monitoring can serve multiple purposes. In particular,
evaluation (the fifth step) is often linked with monitoring, and it is useful to
understand their similarities and differences.
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4.2.1 Demand for statistics
Viewed at a high level, the demand for statistics arises from obligations support
government decision making and also to provide accountability to stakeholders. In
Tracking Results in Agriculture in Less-Than-Ideal Conditions (GPRD, FAO, and
WB 2008), it is noted, in support of evidence based policy making, that statistics
can be used in budget planning and execution when priorities must be set in
recognition of the scarcity of public resources. Within a ministry, statistics can
support the design and implementation of programs at a sectoral, program, or project
level. The role of statistics in evaluation creates a feedback loop within the executive
for future rounds of resource allocation and policy making. As for stakeholders,
publicly-available statistics help illuminate the extent to which government policies
and programs have met their objectives. These stakeholders may be elected
members of legislative bodies, the people and organizations of civil society, or
donors from multilateral institutions and other national governments. Endorsement
of the 17 SDGs by national governments and multilateral agencies is a significant
source of demand for rural development indicators.
Informed Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) using credible statistics have the
potential to improve governance and the outcomes for citizens. However, demand
for this information within a country may not be strong. In 2008, the Sourcebook
noted that initially developing country interest in M&E arose from external donors’
need to demonstrate to their home constituencies that aid funds were being well
spent. Advocacy to promote M&E with domestic audiences was urged. Over the
decade since the Sourcebook was published, M&E as core elements of an evidencebased policy process have become better known and appreciated. In the US, Pew
noted ongoing fiscal pressures, the increasing availability of evidence of what
works, government funding incentives to adopt proven policies, and interest from
politicians as factors contributing to increased receptivity to the use of M&E. To a
greater or lesser extent, these drivers are present in countries around the globe. The
World Bank has devoted extensive resources to promoting evidence-based policy
making. Its series “The Nuts and Bolts of M&E Systems” provides guidance for and
examples from developing countries (Box 8).

4.2.2 Users of statistics and indicators
The set of users of statistics is potentially large. Their number and composition may
vary from one country to the next, but it is possible to identify generic groups in
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government and among stakeholders and their roles in policy dialogue to help think
about what information would be valuable.







Ministries (planning and budgeting)
Donors (tracking progress, allocating resources)
Beneficiaries (gauging effectiveness and distribution)
Media (establishing accountability)
Civil society (understanding use of public resources)
Elected legislators (exercising oversight)

Addressing the demands of this diverse set of potential users is challenging. Their
interests may vary and their ability to understand the statistical concepts used also
vary. As pointed out in Tracking Results in agriculture in less-than-ideal conditions
(GPRD, FAO, World Bank 2008), in deciding what can be done, focus should be
on a small set of key indicators reflecting as well it can a consensus about important
policy outcomes. In this way, it is hoped that what is collected and disseminated
will maximize the number of demands that can be satisfied.
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5
Designing Rural Development
Monitoring Systems
5.1 Monitoring and Evaluation
The ultimate aim of rural development policy is to improve the well-being of rural
people. So, how can gains in their welfare be discerned by decision makers? How
are the gains connected to policy initiatives? The practice of evidence-based policy
making incorporates both monitoring and evaluation to answer these questions.


Monitoring requires regularly measuring and reporting data on outcomes
that reflect the goals of policy. An example would be an increase in
household non-farm income.



Evaluation asks whether the gain in well-being is the result of policy. In the
example, did non-farm income rise because of employment at a factory built
with financial assistance from the government? Because of job training?
Both? Or neither, perhaps the private sector invested on its own?

Monitoring requires collection of statistical data to rigorous quality standards, while
evaluation uses those data in statistical analysis to establish causality between a
change in an outcome and a policy initiative. Monitoring means providing outcome
data continuously to the public and decision makers so that changes and trends over
time can be detected. Evaluation occurs periodically and draws lessons about why
a policy initiative was effective (or not) or had unintended consequences. Both
M&E drive a feedback loop that can make future policies better at improving
welfare.
The skills that people need to build and maintain a monitoring system are different
from those required in evaluation. Statisticians are trained to design and carry out
data collection through census-taking and surveying. The resultant data comprise
the official statistics produced (usually) by NSOs. Evaluation uses these data in
analyses employing statistical techniques that help establish what is cause and effect
in policy interventions. These analysts may be found at ministries that develop and
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implement policy or at independent agencies or at universities and research
institutions (see previous box). Rural development indicators under discussion here
are most likely to come from the national statistical offices that maintain a
monitoring system. At times, the expertise of evaluation analysts, often economists,
will be sought in defining the concept behind an indicator or advising on its
calculation, but the work of the statistical offices in data collection provides the
foundation for it all.

5.2 Information included in monitoring system
Ultimately, the kind and quantity of information contained in a monitoring system
depends on the resources available to construct it. Of course, resources are always
scarce, especially in terms of time and expertise available to a public authority.
Consequently, priorities must be set in the face of likely extensive demands from
ministries and external stakeholders. Here, resort can be made to the common,
shared goals within and across countries. The SDG indicators have been defined to
promote consistency and comparability in monitoring progress across countries. In
the main, the indicators are constructed from countries’ own official statistics, based
on censuses and surveys and also on observations of the earth and its environment
collected from satellites and from ground-based monitoring of land, air, water,
plants, and animals. Altogether there are over 200 indicators associated with the
seventeen SDGs. Only a subset of these will be relevant to monitoring rural
development. The criteria for selection will be discussed in the next chapter.
To support production of these indicators, the UNSC has compiled metadata that
describes and gives information about each SDG indicator.8 These metadata provide
background and guidance on the construction of the indicator, including

8



the institution leading the global compilation,



the concepts and definitions underlying the specification of the indicator,



the methodology for computing the indicator at different levels of
aggregation,



the data sources in national statistics offices.

Available at https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/
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To the extent that the SDG indicators rely on international standards by which
countries already collect data, national rural development monitoring systems can
leverage work already underway. Moreover, the annual SDG report can provide
these indicator values to domestic users on a regular basis, accessible on the UN
website,
again
saving
domestic
resources
(see
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/report/2018). The SDG indicators are by no means the
only ones in use by countries and by multilateral agencies. Many others, some
unique to individual countries, can be found. More detail on supplemental indicators
and implementation of a monitoring system will be presented in later chapters.
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6
Selecting a set of Policy
Relevant Indicators
The past twenty years have seen rapid growth in the use of statistical information to
assess how well societies and individuals in both developed and developing
countries are doing and how public policy affects their progress and wellbeing.
Indicators are statistical variables that help to transform data into relevant
information; their supply is growing and they are widely shared. Consequently, it
can be challenging to decide which indicators will be most helpful in making public
policy.
The selection of a minimum set of indicators from among the large number available
depends on the context in which they will be used. Considering economic
performance, for example, an indicator such as gross national product has meaning
at the country level but not so much at the local level where household income might
be more relatable to the smaller sale of the community. So, there is no set of “one
size fits all” indicators, and the analyst has to think hard about what kind of
information would matter most to users who are aiming to design and fund an
effective policy intervention or to assess whether policy has had the sought-after
impact. The current context is the improvement of the statistical information
available for monitoring and evaluating progress toward poverty reduction in rural
areas of developing countries. The users of the information were identified earlier
and include both public officials and civil society. This section will address the
criteria to be applied in selecting indicators, both in a general sense and with
reference to the particular focus of the rural development. The relevance of
individual indicators and their relation to each other will be considered.

6.1 Criteria for selecting indicators
Any indicator should meet a set of minimum requirements in order to be valid for
use in public dialogue. As The Wye Handbook explains;
“Indicators on rural development need to be based on (1) published strategies that
are (2) consistently collected in (3) comparable areas, using the (4) same unit of
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measurement and based on a (5) clear definition. Indicators should also be (6)
sensitive to changes and trends over time that can inform future policy direction.”
(p. 148)
Analysts at NSOs will recognize the significance of these fundamental attributes.
However, these requirements set a minimum standard, further specifics are needed
in order to move to a set relevant for the Global Strategy or, indeed, any policy
setting.
Analysts are generally agreed on generic quality criteria to be applied in choosing
indicators. The quality of the underlying data is of course an important contributor
to the quality of the indicator constructed with it. As identified the Wye Handbook
(p. 147), FAO’s data quality and metadata quality requirements are pertinent here.






Relevance (legal and institutional environment, resources, transparency)
Comparability across the country (concepts and definitions, scope,
classification)
Accuracy (source data, assessment and validation of reliability of
intermediate data and statistical input)
Timeliness and punctuality (periodicity and timeliness, geographical
coverage, consistency, revision policy and practice)
Accessibility (data accessibility, metadata accessibility)

For any context, a key consideration is of course whether it is feasible to construct
the indicator, that is, whether the requisite data are available. Also, the easier it is to
explain the meaning of the indicator and how it is constructed, the more appealing
it will be to a varied and potentially wide audience.
These guidelines aim to assist countries in generating data that are valuable in
domestic decision making but also in making comparison to the experience of other
countries and in getting a picture of global progress. The perspective, then, is
broader than any particular development project and addresses progress toward
globally shared objectives as embodied in the SDGs. The overarching aspiration is
the reduction in rural poverty by means of improving income and employment
opportunities for members of both agricultural and non-agricultural households.
These conditions are most often viewed through the lens of the census and the
household survey. Incorporating both agricultural and non-agricultural households,
its survey methodology provides a perspective on the entire rural population and,
by extension, all its sectors, farm and non-farm. This emphasis on the household is
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aligned with the rural livelihood framework and a territorial approach to rural
development policy.
Because the aim is to provide statistical information that is relevant to policy
decisions, the view of rural household wellbeing has to be complemented by
indicators that relate to the effects that policy interventions have on households.
There is where the selection process becomes complicated. Indicators can provide
insight into what is happening, for example, whether household income is going up
or down. But, by themselves, they cannot necessarily reveal the reasons why. And
it is the case that isolating a policy intervention as the cause of a change can be very
challenging. Moreover, it can be difficult to find good measures of wellbeing, for
example, of how well a child or adult can read. For these reasons, another tier of
indicators tackles the questions of access to public goods and services aimed at
improving wellbeing. Such “access” indicators are measures of policy outputs, for
example, progress in building and equipping local elementary schools. However,
they cannot definitively establish that improvements in literacy were the result.
Recognizing these limitations and difficulties in measurement, analysts distinguish
between direct and indirect (or proxy) indicators (GAO 2004). A direct indicator
“measures what it says it does,” for example, the unemployment rate. An instance
when resort would be made to an indirect indicator would be measuring the number
of loans made though microfinance as a proxy for increasing skills in
entrepreneurship. Similarly, “access” indicators provide evidence that households
have the opportunity to avail themselves of financial assistance, but not whether
they successfully applied resources to an enterprise and were able to succeed with
it. So, there will be circumstances in which an indicator cannot reveal all the
information that it would useful to have. To understand causal relationships – why
things happen – additional analysis will be required. Similarly, better measurement
involving other than survey techniques may be needed.

6.2 Categories of indicators
The ambition here is to define a minimum set of indicators that can inform national
and international officials and members of civil society about progress towards
poverty reduction. This set, in addition to meeting broad quality criteria, must
address the three dimensions of concern with respect to the wellbeing of rural people
and to policies aimed at making improvements in their lives. The three dimensions
– economic, social, environmental – are often viewed separately but in reality are
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linked. Institutions and enterprises affect all three through policies, regulation,
taxes, and infrastructure.
The concern in these guidelines is with the non-agricultural aspects of rural
development. Agricultural activities are of course reflected in indicators in each of
the three dimensions, such as household income, food security, and pollution. The
scope of agricultural statistics based on the broader conceptual framework includes
aspects of forestry, fisheries, and land and water use. This expanded purview is
required to address the merging and often closely related economic, social, and
environmental issues faced by policy makers.
6.2.1 Economic indicators
The economic dimension covers agricultural production, markets, and farm and
non-farm income. Net farm income and Gross Domestic Product (GDP) from
agriculture are basic indicators of a country’s agricultural performance. While
agricultural GDP is useful in measuring the overall performance of the sector over
time, it is less informative about the wellbeing of different categories of producers
and households. Many households engage in nonfarm work activities, and
sometimes more than one household shares the returns of a farm holding. These
complex resource allocations within and among households, along with an uneven
distribution of income, mean that average GDP income is not a useful indicator of
wellbeing. Because the ultimate goal of nearly all development projects is to reduce
poverty, more detailed indicators are required to monitory progress, and in this
capacity the use of household surveys.
6.2.2 Social indicators
The social dimension covers the need to reduce risk and vulnerability, including
food security and issues related to gender. Assessing food security at the national
level requires information on commodity production, using a number of the
indicators used to measure productivity and market efficiency. In addition, food
security includes consideration of food trade and non-food use (fuel, drug industry,
seed, feed, etc). Information on consumption by agricultural and non-agricultural
households is also required. The information on food demand collected in household
surveys involves all households in the country, urban and rural, agricultural and
non-agricultural. Food security also requires also requires information to assess the
food gap in term of nutrients.
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In many developing countries and in rural societies, in particular, household roles,
responsibilities, and rights are highly gendered. Income commanded by women has
a disproportionately positive effect on the health, nutrition, and education of other
members of their households. Women have also provide to be highly receptive
adopters of technologies that raise yields and improve environmental management,
such as agroforestry techniques – once their property rights have been secured. The
Sustainable Development Goal, to “promote gender equality and empower women,”
therefore carries particular weight in the rural and agricultural development agenda,
and the need to disaggregate pertinent data by gender is generally acknowledged.
6.2.3 Environmental indicators
The environmental dimension of agriculture generally applies to the sector’s
sustainability and to its provision of environmental services. Policies and programs
that seek to mitigate its environmental impacts or to capitalize on its potential as a
source of environmental services require extensive information. Land is the
foundation of agriculture and forestry. How the land is used determines its
sustainability and productivity. The use of and can also have environmental
consequences that range from pollution of waterways to global warming. Land
cover is defined as “the observed physical cover including the vegetation (natural
or planted) and human constructions that cover the earth’s surface (FAO 2014). It
is necessary to monitor land cover over time to reveal changes resulting from
deforestation, urbanization, desertification, and other measures related to not only
agricultural productivity but also to the overall effect on the environment and global
warming. Demand for water is increasing for both agricultural and non-agricultural
uses. In some countries, this is leading to unsustainable extraction of groundwater.

6.3 Selection of key rural indicators
Quality considerations and reference to the three dimensions of well-being are
specified as the criterion to be applied in selecting indicators. However, as noted,
there are many indicators that might be appropriate. With this consideration in mind,
the Global Strategy commissioned two technical reports that explore and propose
social and environmental indicators appropriate for use in assessing household
wellbeing in the context of rural territorial development. Social Dimension of Rural
Statistics reviews how the evolution of views on rural development has influenced
the measures chosen to assess policy effectiveness and proposes measures
consistent with the most up-to-date paradigm of wellbeing, the Sen-Stiglitz-Fitoussi
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framework (Stiglitz 2009). The Technical Report, A Minimum Set of
Environmental Indicators for Improving Rural Statistics catalogues the international
standards that have evolved to support descriptions of environmental quality and
suggests a set of indicators that are consistent with these standards and also
comprehensive in assessing the interaction between rural livelihoods and the
environment. Together, these two Technical Reports provide the basis for
constructing a minimum set of wellbeing indicators.
The Sen-Stiglitz-Fitoussi framework provides a relevant classification for
developing indicators of progress in human development in rural (and urban) areas
(see Box 4). The dimensions most relevant in the context include health, education,
the environment, and economic insecurity. The other four dimensions (personal
activities, political voice, social connections, and social insecurity) are, of course,
equally significant but in many cases harder to measure, and, as well, it is not
obvious how they might be compared across countries. As discussed previously, the
key indicators are to encompass the social, environmental, and economic
dimensions of rural life and these quite obviously line up with the Sen-StiglitzFitoussi dimensions of health, education, environment, and economic insecurity.
Drawing on the reasoning presented in the two technical reports and keeping in mind
the need for a reasonably small set of indicators, the following list is proposed.
Table 1: Key Indicators by Dimension
No.

Dimension

Indicator

1

Social/health

Child mortality, under five years of age

2

Social/health

Food insecurity

3

Social/health

Access/use of health services

4

Social/health

Access to safe drinking water

5

Social/health

Access to adequate sanitation

6

Social/education

Children in school

7

Social/education

Adult literacy

8

Social/information

Access/use of cell phones

9

Environment

Dependence on a single energy source

10

Environment

Biodiversity and land degradation

11

Economic

Household monetary income vis-à-vis poverty thresholds

12

Economic

Employment in agricultural and nonagricultural jobs

13

Economic

Use of banking services

Source: Author contribution
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Additionally, these indicators should be disaggregated by sex, and age, as possible
and relevant. Disaggregation by location, as between urban and rural, is to be
accomplished by the application of the typology as proposed in this paper. More
background and evaluation of alternative indicators may be found in the two
Technical Reports referenced above.
Given the congruence between the aims of territorial rural development and the
SDGs, it is to be expected that there would be a close relationship between the
indicators proposed above and those that the UN has chosen to assess progress
toward the SDG goals and targets. The UN has created a framework for
implementing the indicators, designating custodial institutions to manage and
support national efforts to collect data and construct the indicators. These guidelines
aim to enable cost-effective production of indicators, and, to the extent that countries
are already working on the set of SDG indicators, adopting them would save on
resources.
The UN has sorted the SDG indicators into three tiers, reflecting the relative
difficulty or feasibility of production (UN 2017). This classification suggests which
SDG indicators would most expeditiously be substituted for the key indicators
identified by the technical reviews.


Tier I: Indicator conceptually clear, established methodology and standards
available and data regularly produced by countries



Tier II; Indicator conceptually clear, established methodology and standards
available but data are not regularly produced by countries



Tier III: Indicator for which there is no established methodology and
standards or methodology/standards are being developed/tested.

Metadata for Tier I indicators is available and that for Tiers II and III is under
development. Tier I indicators would be preferred, as documentation and guidance
on construction are most readily accessible. Accordingly, a crosswalk between the
proposed key rural indicators above and their SDG counterparts is presented in the
table below.
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Table 2: Crosswalk between SDG and key rural indicators
GSARS Proposed
Indicators (Table 1)

SDG

1. End poverty

11

2. End hunger

2

Indicator
1.1.1 Proportion of population below the
international poverty line, by sex, age,
employment status, and geographical
location (urban/rural)
2.1.2 Prevalence of moderate or severe food
insecurity in the population, based on the
Food Insecurity Experience Index (FIES)

Tier

Source

I

Household surveys

I

Household surveys

1

3.2.1 Under five mortality rate

I

3

3.c.1 Health worker density and distribution

I

3. Ensure healthy lives

6
4. Ensure inclusive and
equitable quality
education
7

4
5. Ensure availability of
water and sanitation
5

6. Ensure access to
energy

9
9
12

8. Promote economic
growth

9. Build infrastructure,
promote
industrialization, foster
innovation
15. Protect ecosystems,
manage forests, combat
desertification, halt land
degradation, halt
biodiversity loss

4.1.1 Proportion of children and young
people: (a) in grades 2-3;
(b) at the end of primary; and (c) at the end
of lower secondary achieving at least a
minimum proficiency level in (i) reading
and (ii) mathematics, by sex
4.6.1 Percentage of population in a given
age group achieving at least a fixed level of
proficiency in functional (a) literacy and (b)
numeracy skills, by sex
6.1.1 Proportion of population using safely
managed drinking water sources
6.2.1 Proportion of population using safely
managed sanitation services, including a
hand-washing facility with soap and water
7.1.1 Proportion of population with access
to electricity
7.1.2 Proportion of population with primary
reliance on clean fuels and technology
8.3.1 Proportion of informal employment in
non-agriculture employment, by sex
8.10.2 Proportion of adults (15 years and
older) with an account at a bank or other
financial institution or with a mobilemoney-service provider

Households surveys,
administrative
records
Census, labor and
employment surveys,
administrative
records

II

Cross-national
learning assessments

II

Skills assessment and
national adult literacy
surveys

I

Household surveys,
administrative
records

I

Household surveys,
censuses

I

Household surveys

I

Household surveys

II

Household and labor
surveys

I

Gallup World Poll

8

9.c.1 Proportion of population covered by a
mobile network, by technology

I

Information and
communication
ministry data
collected from
internet providers

10

15.1.2 Proportion of important sites for
terrestrial and freshwater biodiversity that
are covered by protected areas, by
ecosystem type

I

Inventories and
surveys, remote
sensing observations

Source: Author contribution
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The UNSD has created an on-line metadata repository. For each SDG indicator, the
metadata include the institutional custodian (e.g. World Bank or FAO), an
explanation of the concept behind the indicator, the method of computation, data
sources and availability, a calendar for collection, and an extended set of references
providing further information.

6.4 Supplemental indicators
This set of key indicators of rural household well-being that are aligned with those
of the SDGs. The aim in suggesting this set is to facilitate cross-country comparisons
of indicators that reflect common goals as measures of progress and as aids in policy
design and evaluation. However, it is certainly the case that, beyond these core
indicators, individual countries will collect data and use statistical information that
supports domestic policy deliberations and program analysis. Countries may
organize this information in accordance with the harmonized urban/rural definition
that depends on population size and density. Possible supplemental indicators can
be identified with reference to earlier work on the range of rural development
indicators and to analysis of potential economic, social, and environmental
indicators relevant to rural households and livelihoods (see the two Technical
Reports on indicators referenced above).
The capacity of a national statistical office in a country is key in determining the
purpose and scope of data collection and of subsequent construction of indicators.
In 2008, an important assessment of what might be feasible was undertaken by the
Global Donor Platform for Rural Development and published in, Tracking results
in agriculture and rural development in less-than-ideal conditions: A sourcebook of
indicators for monitoring and evaluation (GPRD, FAO, and World Bank 2008). The
Sourcebook noted that, for international purposes, consistency in data definition and
concepts that underlie indicators is of paramount importance. Accordingly, it
proposed a set of priority indicators for agriculture and rural development, which
have some overlap with those identified in the key set. However, the Sourcebook
also sought to evaluate what was possible given existing capacity in a set of case
studies in Nicaragua, Nigeria, Senegal, Cambodia, and Tanzania. The finding was
that of the 130 or so indicators included in its priority set, somewhere between 4 and
56 were actually then being produced in case study countries. However, it noted,
“When compared with the generic list [of indicators], it was apparent that the gap
was actually not large and that many of the alternative or proxy indicators were in
fact very close to or even the same as those on the generic list” (p. 124). Supposing
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some degree of progress in the decade since the publication of the Sourcebook,
countries may be able now to produce the SDG indicators or those closely related.
As significant as the international SDG indicators may be, domestic policymaking
requires more detailed information on rural areas and on the social, economic, and
environmental conditions found there. The varied geographical and demographic
circumstances of developing countries implies diversity in the indicators relevant to
their respective domestic concerns and priorities. In addition, additional descriptive
information would be useful that reflects the factors that may condition differences
in policy outcomes across categories of rural areas. In laying the foundation for the
core set of indicators, these guidelines identified a host of indicators from which
countries could tailor a set that fit their own context, in terms of statistical capacity,
policy concerns, and geographical and cultural circumstances.
The Technical Report, the Social Dimension of Rural Statistics reviewed the
conceptual framework for defining and constructing indicators that relate to rural
household livelihoods and wellbeing. These possibilities were categorized
according to the source of the data needed for their construction, an organization
that facilitates a country’s determination of what is feasible for its own purposes.
The motivation and full descriptions of these indicators can be found in the
Technical Paper; here, the potential indicators are listed by the likely sources of
data, though they might vary across countries.
Household surveys











Household monetary income per capita.
Household non-monetary income per capita.
Child mortality rate.
Expected average life expectancy at birth.
Percentage of households having access to improved water sources.
Percentage of households having access to improved sources of collection
and treatment of sanitary waste.
Access to food at levels consistent with meeting food and nutritional needs
for households and individuals.
Access to food consistent with meeting individual perceptions of
satisfaction.
Average number of years of schooling among adults.
Illiteracy rates among adults.
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Percentage of children in education age out of school.
Overpopulation at home.
Access to electricity.
Percentage of adults actively participating in community decisions.
Percentage of adults actively participating in social organizations.
Distance (in hours) from a major urban center.
Number of households with access to virtual connection.
Percentage of violent deaths.
Percentage of migrant population and causes.
Percentage of households in which people evaluate they live in good
conditions.
Percentage of households in which people evaluate whether they live under
risk.

National registers











Distance from a major urban center.
Percentage of coverage in terms of the supply of school places.
Availability of doctors per inhabitant.
Percentage of households served by primary health care.
Number of hospitals and clinics of medium complexity in health within 4
hours of travel time.
Number of agricultural technicians in service per family.
Number of bank branches/offices, credit unions, and alternative financing
funds.
Evolution of the inter-sectoral composition of the local economy.
Evolution of the inter-sectoral composition of employment.
Unemployment.

Labor surveys








Monetary income from work as an employee.
Monetary income from sources other than main job.
Precarious working conditions.
Strenuous working hours.
Exposure to risks and accidents.
Occurrence of occupational diseases.
Existence of forms of organization and representation of workers.
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Occurrence of conflicts and existence of negotiation channels between
workers and employees.

These lists are not exhaustive, of course, but provide suggestions for indicators that
have been useful in policy design and analysis across the globe.
The Technical Report, A Minimum Set of Environmental Indicators for Improving
Rural Statistics considers the alternative conceptual frameworks for generating and
cataloguing statistical indicators that relate to the environmental conditions in rural
areas. In these cases, domestic surveys and registers would provide some
information but internationally-driven data collections and remote sensing results
would be important data sources as well. Here, the potential indicators are grouped
by major emphasis, and a set of sub-indicators are identified that would have varying
relevance depending on a country’s circumstances.
Sustainability of biomass extraction







Annual production of woody biomass.
Annual harvest of woody biomass.
Primary fuel for cooking.
Primary fuel for light.
Types of fuel purchased in the last year.
Percentage of income allocated to fuel purchases.

Environmental health



Waterborne diseases.
Airborne vector diseases.

Water availability and quality



Water availability.
Water quality.
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Land degradation






Land cover trend over past 10 years.
Land cover in protected areas versus non-protected areas.
Extent of land areas in different months with bare soil.
Erosion risk maps.
On-the-ground measurement of the extent of degraded or eroded land.
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Biodiversity






Extent of protected areas.
Number of red-list species in a country.
Number of red-list species in protected areas.
Ratio of number of red-list species in main animal categories within
protected area to total number of red-list species.
Area, number, and diversity of ecosystems protected.

Again, additional insight into the motivation and detail about the indicators can be
found in the Technical Report. It is worth noting that the interaction between the
environment and agriculture will also likely be important to countries, but a full
exploration of that relationship is outside the scope of the rural statistics focus.
There are three additional considerations in considering whether the proposed
indicators are suitable for making cross-country comparisons of progress in
improving rural household wellbeing. Supplemental indicators to address these
might usefully be considered by individual countries.


The question of the nature of the rural transformation is being examined in
light of recent experience in developing countries. The traditional paradigm
supposed that rural migration to urban areas would occur as agricultural
productivity gains released labor for employment in a growing industrial
sector. However, this progression has not been observed everywhere.
Instead, while the migration to urban areas is still motivated by the
expectation of better employment prospects, opportunities have been limited
in the face of weak industrialization. In some cases, however, migration to
smaller cities and towns has provided improved prospects for wage
employment in addition to, or instead of, reliance on agricultural work.
Consequently, indicators that capture these types of migration patterns, as
well as their motivation, could profitably be added to the minimum set
above. The outstanding question is what is possible in the context of existing
surveys and censuses in individual countries.



Rural inhabitants have a relationship to the natural environment that is
absent in urban areas. In addition to providing livelihood possibilities, the
environment is itself affected by rural activity. This is a more complicated
set of relationships than found in urban areas, and so an expanded set of
environmental indicators could be considered. The presence of degraded
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land is a concern, and the technical report proposed an indicator. However,
a definition could be based on both population density and land cover, where
bare or degraded land is reflected in land cover types. Another key issue
concerns the sustainability of resource extraction, especially, at the
household level, the use of wood fuel. The SDG indicators are not focused
on this kind of use of the environment.


The proposed list does not contain any indicators that reflect subjective
assessment of wellbeing by rural individuals and households. Arguably, this
is a significant omission considering the Sen-Stiglitz-Fittousi framework.
Such indicators could provide important insights when cross-country
comparisons were made.

In summary, the key set of indicators is focused on assessment of the well-being of
rural households, meaning these indicators reflect outcomes that policy aims to
influence. Foundational work suggests a set of indicators that have proven useful in
a variety of settings across the globe, but certainly others, tailored to country
specifics, are possible. In designing policies, individual countries will likely find
that their domestic priorities demand the need for a more extensive set of
intermediate indicators than those proposed for international comparisons of rural
household wellbeing. For example, the specifics of the transformation of rural areas
from primarily agricultural pursuits to manufacturing or service activities will vary
country to country, and accordingly so would the data needed to design and evaluate
policy. As for capacity to produce SDG indicators, concerted international efforts
are ongoing that are aimed at achieving universal production of key indicators.
Progress toward that goal is being tracked at the international level.
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7
Reporting Indicators using
the Rural Definition:
Implementation
7.1 Organizing data
Construction of statistical indicators depends on data collection appropriate to that
use. The source of the data – census, survey, administrative record - is important
because it determines how observations can be aggregated to align with the classes
in each of the two levels of the harmonized urban/rural definition. Grid cells are
individually classified and then viewed as groups of cells with the same
classification. The issue becomes how to align data collected using different
methods and geographies with these aggregates.
To review, the key rural indicators are a subset of the SDG indicators (Table 3).
Most are Tier I indicators, those for which the conceptual basis is clear, established
methodology and standards are available, and data are regularly produced by
countries. These indicators and their likely data source are indicated below.
Table 3: Key SDG Indicators for Rural Policy
Goals
(Goal 1) End
poverty
(Goal 2) End
hunger

(Goal 3) Ensure
healthy lives

Selected SDG Indicators
1.2.1 Proportion of population below the
international poverty line, by sex, age,
employment status, and geographical location
(urban/rural)
2.1.2 Prevalence of moderate or severe food
insecurity in the population, based on the Food
Insecurity Experience Index (FIES)

Tier

Possible Data Source

I

Household surveys

I

Household surveys

3.2.1 Under five mortality rate

I

Households surveys,
administrative records

3.c.1 Health worker density and distribution

I

Census, labor and
employment surveys,
administrative records
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4.1.1 Proportion of children and young people:
(a) in grades 2-3;
(Goal 4) Ensure
inclusive and
equitable quality
education

(Goal 6) Ensure
availability of
water and
sanitation
(Goal 7) Ensure
access to energy
(Goal 8)
Promote
economic growth
(Goal 9) Build
infrastructure,
promote
industrialization,
foster innovation
(Goal 11) Make
cities and human
settlements
inclusive, safe,
resilient and
sustainable
(Goal 15)
Protect
ecosystems,
manage forests,
combat
desertification,
halt land
degradation,
halt biodiversity
loss
(Goal 16)
Significantly
reduce all forms
of violence and
related death
rates everywhere

(b) at the end of primary; and (c) at the end of
lower secondary achieving at least a minimum
proficiency level in (i) reading and (ii)
mathematics, by sex
4.6.1 Percentage of population in a given age
group achieving at least a fixed level of
proficiency in functional (a) literacy and (b)
numeracy skills, by sex
6.1.1 Proportion of population using safely
managed drinking water sources
6.2.1 Proportion of population using safely
managed sanitation services, including a handwashing facility with soap and water
7.1.1 Proportion of population with access to
electricity
7.1.2 Proportion of population with primary
reliance on clean fuels and technology
8.3.1 Proportion of informal employment in nonagriculture employment, by sex
8.5.2 Unemployment rate, by sex, age and
persons with disabilities

II

Cross-national learning
assessments

II

Skills assessment and
national adult literacy
surveys

I

Household surveys,
administrative records

I

Household surveys,
censuses

I

Household surveys

I

Household surveys

II
I

9.c.1 Proportion of population covered by a
mobile network, by technology

I

Household and labor
surveys
Household and labor
surveys
Information and
communication ministry
data collected from
internet providers

11.6.2 Annual mean levels of fine particulate
matter (e.g. PM2.5 and PM10) in cities
(population weighted)

I

Ground measurements
monitoring networks,
satellite remote sensing,
topography, population

15.1.2 Proportion of important sites for terrestrial
and freshwater biodiversity that are covered by
protected areas, by ecosystem type

I

Inventories and surveys,
remote sensing
observations

16.1.1 Number of victims of intentional homicide
per 100 000 population, by sex and age

I

a) Criminal justice
system; b) Public
health/civil registration.
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7.1.1 Census data
Census data are population-wide observations on individuals and households.
Census-taking is done within enumeration units or blocks that cover the entire or
just the settled regions, where each unit typically contains 150-300 households.
Because a census is a universal enumeration, these household observations can be
aggregated as desired without concern for statistical validity. On the other hand,
survey data, as discussed below, are not so easily handled.
The method of aggregation must thus be addressed. If individual household data are
not georeferenced, they cannot necessarily be located in a particular grid cell.
However, enumeration units may be georeferenced. In that case, a list of households
will be associated with each unit, which can be located on a map. The boundaries
of the census blocks can then be superimposed on the grid in which each cell is
identified uniquely with one of the three (Level 1) or six (Level 2) classes of the
harmonized definition.
The class of the enumeration unit could be derived as that to which the majority of
cells belong. Depending on the area covered by each unit, the result could be more
or less representative of the grid cells contained within it. However, determination
of the most representative class within an administrative unit by reference to the
area covered by each could produce counterintuitive results. In very large spatial
units, sparsely settled rural areas could account for much of the geography and so
by area the dominant class would be rural. However, if a large densely settled city
were contained within that unit, it would seem odd to categorize the entire unit as
something other than urban. The solution to this dilemma lies in data collection
according to the smallest possible geographic unit, with geocoding at the household
level being the ultimate refinement.
7.1.2. Survey data
Survey data are a sample drawn from a larger population, and the characteristics of
that population are estimated from the sample using statistical methodology. Many
SDG indicators are to be constructed on the basis of survey estimates using sample
stratification (see Table 4 above for examples). In the application of the urban–rural
definition, equal reliability is required for each of the three (or six) classes.
Therefore, the sampling strata would have to align with the areas associated with
each class.
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With survey data, reporting indicators using the definition appears at present
problematic for most countries, especially for Level 2. To achieve consistency with
the definition, data collection would need to be aligned with the geography
appropriate to each class in order to produce statistically valid results. Moving to
align survey sampling frames with the classes in the definition would require
changes in statistical strategies across most countries. While the Level 1 definition
may compare reasonably well to individual country designations of urban and rural
territory, the matches are not exact. Either sample strata must be aligned with the
definition or a judgment must be made that reporting according to existing strata is
acceptable. For Level 2, alignment of the definition classes and strata may well
require more extensive sampling in order to produce statistically reliable results over
a larger number of smaller geographies. The costs of data collection would be
increased accordingly.
7.1.3. Administrative records
Not collected for statistical purposes, these data may not cover all of a country’s
individuals or households or be representative of the characteristics of the
underlying population. If the records are geocoded to reflect location, then it may
be possible to aggregate what records there are according to Level 1 or 2 of the
harmonized definition. Linking these records to statistical list or area frames could
facilitate their use in indicator construction.
A country’s ability to report indicators based on current data collections that are
consistent with the proposed international definition depends on the alignment of its
statistical data reporting with the classes in Levels 1 and 2. The possibilities vary
according to the source of the data to be used in constructing the indicator.

7.2 Going forward
Using Level 1 (urban/rural dichotomy) of the harmonized definition to report SDG
indicators would be a move toward consistency on a global basis and therefore
represent an improvement over the status quo. However, in the immediate future,
precise alignment of the reporting with the urban–rural definition classes may not
be possible for all countries. Level 2 is acknowledged as making meaningful
distinctions across the urban–rural continuum. However, capability to align census
and especially survey data with the more refined classes is not found in all countries.
While the more disaggregated Level 2 can potentially make useful distinctions
across the urban/rural continuum, the capacity to aggregate existing data to fit the
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classes is not present in all countries. Survey frames by geography vary across
countries, as do the classifications according to the definition. In its principles for
censuses, the UNSD has identified the need to move in the direction of small area
reporting, as noted earlier. Having smaller reporting units would facilitate adoption
of the Level 2 classifications by reducing the size of geographical aggregates that
may contain different numbers of cells in different classes, complicating the
determination of the appropriate class to which the large unit belongs.
Variability in the geographic resolution of each country’s data collection and
indicator reporting makes it imperative that those differences be recorded as a means
of assessing data quality and as a resource for analysts. With adoption of a global
urban–rural definition, it may be possible to assess each country’s reporting against
that standard. The point would not be to say which reporting is “correct” and which
is not, but to allow characterization of the sensitivity of global totals to variability
in definitions across countries.
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8
Cost and technical
requirements
The design and implementation of the rural definition and the selected and
construction of the key indicators have been formulated with the intention of saving
the scare resources available to national governments for data collection and
analysis.
For the rural definition, the principles used in its design promote cost effective
implementation. The method is globally applicable, feasible with input data
currently available free of charge, adaptable when more refined data become
available, and compatible with emerging globally harmonized definition of urban
areas. Moreover, the typology classes have been assigned to the entire gridded map
of the world and aggregated by administrative units, so that individual countries
need not invest in any GIS capabilities to reproduce the typology domestically. It is
the case, though, that governments with GIS capacity can extend the use of the
gridded maps by aggregating the cells in groupings most useful for statistical and
policy analysis.
For the key indicators, the set has been chosen to leverage the resources countries
are currently devoting to produce the SDG indicators. The value-added for countries
is the context provided on rural development, so that the SDG indicators can be
placed in domestic use, in addition to meeting international reporting requests.
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BOX 1: Indicators Used In Decision-Making

5
INFORMATION
FOR DECISION
MAKING

4
INTEGRATED ASSESSMENT
REPORTS

3
METHODOLOGY DEVELOPMENT

2
DATA AND INFORMATION MANAGEMENT

1
DATA COLLECTION (MONITORING)

Source: Schomaker
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BOX 2: Selected country definitions of urban and rural

Country

Summary Definitional
Criteria

Colombia

Administrative area,
unsatisfied basic needs
(i.e., poverty criteria) and
other criteria

Ethiopia

Administrative area,
population size;
predominance of
agricultural/nonagricultural activities

France

Administrative area,
settlement type, number
of jobs, and whether place
of work is an urban area

Malaysia

Administrative area,
population size,
predominance of
agricultural/nonagricultural activities,
existence of modern toilet
facilities in the house

Pakistan

Administrative areas

South
Africa

Settlement area, economic
activity, and land use

Current definition Of Urban/Rural Areas
Urban areas: capital cities, metropolitan cities, and administrative
centers of municipalities (geographical areas defined by an urban
perimeter, which boundaries are set by City Council agreements. They
correspond to areas where the administrative headquarters of
municipalities are located.) with 2000 inhabitants or more. Rural areas:
all areas not classified as urban (populated rural centres and dispersed
rural areas). Other criteria are used to classify urban/rural areas,
including proportion of the population with unsatisfied basic needs.
Rural areas comprise all areas not classified as urban. Urban areas are
generally defined as localities with 2000 or more inhabitants. In th 1984
Population Housing and Census cartographic work, however, for
practical purposes urban areas include the following regardless of the
number of inhabitants: (i) All administrative capitals (regional capitals,
zonal capitals, and wereda capitals), (ii) Localities with Urban Dweller’s
Association not included in (i), (iii) All localities which are not included
either in (i) or (ii) above having a population of 1000 or more persons
and whose inhabitants are generally engaged in non-agricultural
activities
Predominately rural areas, or rural areas, include all small urban
municipalities and rural municipalities not belonging to predominately
urban areas (Urban centers, periurban rings and multipolar
municipalities). Urban centers: urban units with a minimum of 10000
jobs in the centre itself or in adjacent units. Periurban rings: where
urbanization is continuous (without enclaves) and a minimum of 40% of
the population works in the main urban centre or another municipality
of the ring. Multipolar municipalities: are contiguous rural
municipalities and urban units outside urban areas, where at least 40%
of the active residents work in urban areas, without reaching this
percentage for any of them.
Urban Areas: Gazetted areas with their adjoining built-up areas and with
a combined population of 10,000 persons or more. Built-up areas were
areas contiguous to a gazette area and had at least 60 percent of their
population (aged 10 years and over) engaged in non-agricultural
activities. Areas had also modern toilet facilities in their housing units.
Rural areas: all areas not defined as urban.
Urban areas: Places with municipal corporation, town committee or
cantonment. Rural areas: all areas not defined as urban
Urban areas: A classification based on dominant settlement type and
land use. Cities, towns, townships, suburbs, etc. are typical urban
settlements. Enumeration areas comprising informal settlements,
hostels, institutions and industrial and recreational areas, and
smallholdings within or adjacent to any formal settlement are classified
as urban. The 1996 estimate was adjusted comply with the 2001 census
definition. Estimates from 1980, 1985, and 1991 were adjusted to take
into account the populations of Transkei, Bophuthatswana, Venda, and
Ciskei. Rural areas: all areas not defined as urban.

Source: ILO
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BOX 3: Why Grid Statistics
Statistical grid data are statistics geographically referenced to a system of (usually
squared) grid cells in a grid net with Cartesian coordinates. Traditionally, official
statistics are reported in accordance with a hierarchical system of administrative
units ranging from the local to the EU level and usually under the control of an
official authority. In the EU the Nomenclature of territorial units for statistics
(NUTS) is the most important example of such an output system. While this is
excellent for accounting purposes, and for reporting to the respective authority
administering the territory, it is not suitable for studying causes and effects of many
socioeconomic and environmental phenomena, such as flooding, commuting,
mobility, leisure etc. When studying such phenomena, a system of grids with equalsize grid cells has many advantages:






grid cells all have the same size allowing for easy comparison;
grids are stable over time;
grids integrate easily with other scientific data (e.g. meteorological
information);
grid systems can be constructed hierarchically in terms of cell size thus
matching the study area; and
grid cells can be assembled to form areas reflecting a specific purpose and
study area (mountain regions, water catchments).

Figures 2 and 3 highlight the systemic advantage of grid statistics over statistics
based on larger administrative or statistical areas. In Figure 3, with the population
density at NUTS 3 level, the centre of Spain around Madrid does not display any
density modulation, whereas the grid in Figure 2 shows very clearly the extremely
dispersed population distribution in the region around the Spanish capital. Hence
only grid statistics can provide a realistic portrait of where people actually live and
how many there are.
Source: Eurostat
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BOX 4: Definition of well-being
The 2009 Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic and Social
Progress, better known as the Fitoussi Commission report, addressed the definition
of well-being in the context of public policy. Overall, the Commission argued that
income and consumption are more important to understanding human well-being
than is a measure of production (as is measured by Gross Domestic Product, for
example), that the household perspective is key, that wealth should be considered,
that distribution of income and wealth matters, and that income measures should
include non-market activities. Defining well-being demands consideration of
multiple dimensions of peoples’ lives, including the following.









Material living standards (income, consumption, and wealth).
Health.
Education.
Personal activities including work.
Political voice and governance.
Social connections and relationships.
Environment (present and future conditions).
Insecurity of an economic as well as a physical nature.

Source: Sen-Stiglitz-Fitoussi Commission
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BOX 5: Sustainable Development Goals
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17

End poverty in all its forms everywhere.
End hunger, achieve food security and adequate nutrition for all, and promote
sustainable agriculture.
Attain healthy life for all at all ages.
Provide equitable and inclusive quality education and life-long learning
opportunities for all.
Attain gender equality, empower women and girls everywhere.
Secure water and sanitation for all for a sustainable world.
Ensure access to affordable, sustainable, and reliable modern energy services
for all.
Promote strong, inclusive and sustainable economic growth and decent work
for all.
Promote sustainable industrialization.
Reduce inequality within and between countries.
Build inclusive, safe and sustainable cities and human settlements.
Promote sustainable consumption and production patterns.
Promote actions at all levels to address climate change.
Attain conservation and sustainable use of marine resources, oceans, and seas.
Protect and restore terrestrial ecosystems and halt all biodiversity loss.
Achieve peaceful and inclusive societies, rule of law, effective and capable
institutions.
Strengthen and enhance the means of implementation and global partnership
for sustainable development.

The Sen-Stiglitz-Fitoussi Commission report also recommended that surveys be
designed to “assess the links between various quality-of-life domains for each
person” so that these data can assist in designing policies.
Source: UN
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BOX 6: A framework for development
Agricultural development, rural development and rural transformation are
intertwined with other large processes

Source: IFAD 2016


Agricultural development is about improving the quality of life and
economic well-being of farmers, herders, and agricultural workers. It
focuses on the exploitation of land-intensive natural resources such as
agriculture, livestock, forestry, and fisheries. It involves improving
agricultural services, agricultural incentives and technologies, and the
resources used in agriculture, such as land, irrigation, human capital, and
rural infrastructure.



Rural development is the process of improving the opportunities and wellbeing of rural people. It is a process of change in the characteristics of rural
societies. In addition to agricultural development, it involves human
development and social and environment objectives, as opposed to just
economic ones. Therefore, rural development encompasses health,
education, and other social services. It also uses a multisector approach for
promoting agriculture, extracting minerals, tourism, recreation, and niche
manufacturing.



Rural transformation involves rising agricultural productivity, increasing
commercialization and marketable surpluses, and diversification of
production patterns and livelihoods. It also involves expanded decent off69

farm employment and entrepreneurial opportunities, better rural coverage
and access to services and infrastructure, and greater access to, and capacity
to influence, relevant policy processes. All of this leads to broad-based rural
(and wider) growth, and to better managed, more sustainable rural
landscapes.


With inclusive rural transformation everyone, without exception, can
exercise their economic, social, and political rights, develop their abilities,
and take advantage of the opportunities available in their environment. This
leads to a marked improvement in the economic position and quality of life
for small farmers, land poor and landless workers, women and youth,
marginalized ethnic and racial groups, and victims of disaster and conflict.



Structural transformation is both a cause and effect of economic growth. It
involves rising productivities in agriculture and the urban economy, a
change in the composition of the economy from a preponderance of
agriculture to industry and services, rising involvement in international
trade, growing rural-urban migration and urbanization, and the realization of
a demographic transition from high to low birth rates. It leads to profound
political, cultural, social, and environmental stresses, which must be
managed for long-term sustainability.

Source: IFAD 2016
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BOX 7: Steps in Evidence Based Policymaking

Source: Pew Charitable Trusts
1. Program assessment: systematically review available evidence on the
effectiveness of public policy programs
a. Develop an inventory of funded programs
b. Categorize programs by their evidence of effectiveness
c. Identify programs’ potential return on investment
2. Budget development: incorporate evidence of program effectiveness into
budget and policy decisions, giving funding priority to those that deliver a
high return on investment of public funds
a. Integrate program performance information into the budget
development process
b. Present information to policymakers in user-friendly formats that
facilitate decision-making
c. Include relevant studies in budget hearings and committee meetings
d. Establish incentives for implementing evidence-based programs and
practices
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e. Build performance requirements into contracts and grants
3. Implementation oversight: ensure that programs are effectively delivered
and are faithful to their intended design
a. Establish quality standards to govern program implementation
b. Build and maintain capacity for ongoing quality improvement and
monitoring of fidelity to program design
c. Balance program fidelity requirements with local needs
d. Conduct data driven reviews to improve program performance
4. Outcome monitoring: routinely measure and report outcome data to
determine whether programs are achieving desired results
a. Develop meaningful outcome measures for programs, agencies, and
the community
b. Conduct regular audits of systems for collecting and reporting
performance data
c. Regularly report performance data to policymakers
5. Targeted evaluation: conduct rigorous evaluations of new and untested
programs to ensure that they warrant continued funding
a. Leverage available resources to conduct evaluations
b. Target evaluations to high-priority programs
c. Make better use of administrative data – information typically
collected for operational and compliance purposes – to enhance
program evaluations
d. Require evaluations as a condition for continued funding for new
initiatives
e. Develop a centralized repository for program evaluations
Source: Pew Charitable Trusts
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BOX 8: The nuts and bolts of M&E systems: Example
Using M&E to Support Performance Based Planning and Budgeting in Indonesia

Since 2000, there has been growing interest in reforming Indonesia’s budgeting
systems to promote a more performance–orientated process. Indonesia is in the
initial stages of this reform. A major challenge is determining the information needs
of the central coordinating ministries. To date, these ministries have taken separate
paths, developing their own monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems, which are
not linked to the planning and budgeting system, and creating new regulations and
institutions to manage them. The result has been underused information and a high
reporting burden at all levels. Furthermore, the current system places a greater
emphasis on monitoring rather than evaluation. In 2011, representatives from the
coordinating ministries participated in a series of high-level round table discussions
to identify the steps needed to rationalize and coordinate M&E practices across
institutions and to strengthen the links among data collection, evaluation, planning
and budgeting. The round table process has confirmed that, while coordination is
needed, establishing incentives for the demand and use of M&E information is
critical to making the systems effective. This note identifies priority areas for future
action building on this finding. In Indonesia, policy makers and planners are in the
early stages of identifying the appropriate information at the national level so that
they can better monitor and evaluate the performance of the public sector. Such
information is key to moving the country from a system of planning and budgeting
based historically on budgetary inputs to a new system based on programmatic
outcomes and performance. The task of developing a well-functioning M&E system
is daunting for any country; international experience suggests the process can take
upward of 10 years (Arizti and others 2010). This note summarizes Indonesia’s
experience in this transition by providing a overview of the evolution of M&E,
including the political economy of the M&E activities currently being undertaken,
and concludes with a discussion of priorities for future action.
Source: World Bank
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