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Available data on research expenditure 
and the researcher pool cannot paint 
a complete picture, since a minority of 
countries are publishing internationally 
compatible data. 

Even though countries agreed in 
2015 to monitor their progress in 
raising research intensity (SDG 9.5.1), 
and researcher density (SDG 9.5.2), as 
part of their commitment to reaching 
the Sustainable Development Goals by 
2030, this undertaking has not spurred 
an increase in reporting of data. 

On the contrary, a total of 99 
countries reported data on domestic 
investment in research in 2015 but 
only 69 countries in 2018. Similarly, 
59 countries recorded the number of 
researchers (in full-time equivalents) 
in 2018, down from 90 countries in 
2015.* 

Between 2015 and 2018, only 107 
countries reported data for at least one 
of these four years on female researchers. 
Moreover, internationally comparable 
data are unavailable for populous 
countries such as Bangladesh, Brazil, 
China, India, Nigeria and the USA.

Even countries which have set up 
observatories to improve data collection 
and analysis are not yet surveying 
innovation in the private sector in many 
cases, leaving them with a ‘blind spot’ 
when it comes to assessing the strengths 
and unmet needs of the national 
innovation system.

The situation with regard to 
environment-related SDG indicators is 
no better. Progress towards 68% of these 
indicators cannot be measured for lack 
of data, according to Measuring Progress: 
towards Achieving the Environmental 

Dimension of the SDGs, published 
by the United Nations’ Environment 
Programme in 2019.

These data gaps should be of concern, 
since policy formulation and revision 
need to be informed by reliable data 
collected on a regular basis. One cannot 
monitor what one cannot measure. 

A related challenge for evidence-
based policy-making concerns the 
omission, in many policy frameworks, 
of any mention of successes or failures 
experienced by earlier strategies. This 
oversight suggests that policies may 
not be drawing upon lessons learned 
from past experience.

Source: compiled by authors

*In 2018, 50 countries recorded the number 
of researchers (in head counts), down from 97 
countries in 2015. 
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