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Executive Summary
This Policy Note summarizes the main content of the workshop 
on ‘Inequality, Inclusive Growth and the post-2015 Framework’ 
convened by UNCDF - in cooperation with UN-DESA and UNDP - on 
March 7th, 2013 in New York. 

The workshop brought together some of the lead thinkers on the 
WRSLF�RI�LQHTXDOLW\��7KHVH�LQFOXGHG�VHQLRU�RIˉFLDOV�IURP�81�DJHQFLHV��
National governments as well as senior representatives from the 
private, academic and NGO sectors. This multi-stakeholder approach 
allowed discussing perspectives on inequality from organizations as 
diverse as ILO, UNAIDS, UNDP, UN-DESA, UN-Habitat, UNICEF, UN-
Women, OECD, Oxfam, Save the Children, Google.org, London School 
of Economics, Urban Institute, United Cities and Local Governments 
(UCLG), Citi and UNCDF.

The Note addresses 3 key questions: (1) Why is inequality a critical 
topic in the context of the post-2015 discussions? This section 
presents some of the current trends in inequality with particular 
emphasis on developing countries. (2) What are the key dimensions 
of inequality? This section ‘un-packs’ the concept of inequality. 
It explains that inequality can mean different things to different 
people. And that it needs to be understood and addressed as a 
cross-cutting issue. (3) How can inequality be integrated into the 
post-2015 framework? This section highlights some of the options 
for including set of measurements of inequality in the post-2015 
development framework and discusses the political and technical 
challenges involved.
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The Millennium Declaration in 2000 was a milestone in international 
cooperation inspiring coordinated effort to improve the lives of 
hundreds of millions of people around the world. At the time of 
writing, world leaders are reviewing progress to meet the Millenium 
Development Goals (MDGs) by 2015 and discussing what could be 
the ‘goals’ that will guide global development efforts after 2015. The 
ongoing consultations on the post-2015 development framework 
have entered a crucial phase and concerns to address ‘inequality’ and 
promote inclusive growth within a new framework for development 
have emerged as two major, cross-cutting issues. Being cross-cutting 
and complex by nature, these require a multi-stakeholder approach: 
expert know-how from different partners coming together to work 
towards the same goal. 

It is precisely in this spirit that UNCDF – in cooperation with UN-DESA 
and UNDP – organized the workshop on ‘Inequality, Inclusive Growth 
and the post-2015 Framework’, bringing together representatives 
from various UN agencies as well as from the private, academic, 
ˉQDQFLDO�DQG�1*2�VHFWRUV��'UDZLQJ�RQ�WKH�FRQWHQW�RI�WKH�ZRUNVKRS��
this Policy Note addresses some of the key questions in the on-going 
debate, ranging from the key trends in inequality, to the options for 
embedding ‘inclusiveness’ in the future development goals. It is my 
hope that this Policy Note will be a useful tool for policymakers and 
development practitioners engaged in the post-2015 consultations 
and committed to paving the way for a more inclusive future.

Marc Bichler 
Executive Secretary 
UN Capital Development Fund

Foreword
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Evidence presented at UNCDF’s workshop and 
UHFHQW�RIˉFLDO�81�UHSRUWV1 show that important 
progress towards the MDGs has been made 
RQ�PDQ\�IURQWV�VLQFH�������GHVSLWH�VLJQLˉFDQW�
setbacks due to the recent economic downturn, 
food and energy crises. The developing world 
as a whole remains on track to achieve the 
poverty reduction targets: during the period 
�����������IRU�WKH�ˉUVW�WLPH�VLQFH�SRYHUW\�
trends began to be monitored, the number of 
people living in extreme poverty and poverty 
rates fell in every developing region. The global 
target of reducing poverty by half was met 

1 UN-DESA (2012).

well ahead of the 2015 deadline.2 Driven by 
national and international efforts and inspired 
by the Millennium Development Goals Agenda, 
major advances have been made in various 
development areas. This has included getting 
millions of children into schools, progress in 
HIV/AIDS prevention and treatment, malaria 
control, improvements in the lives of 200 
million slums dwellers, expanded access to 
clean water, reduced deforestation, and wider 
access to information and communication 
technology.3

2 This achievement was greatly helped by accelerated 
poverty reduction in populous China and India.
3 UN-DESA (2012).

Why Inequality matters?
Progress towards the MDGs has been remarkable in aggregate …
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…but disparities among 
and within countries are a 
significant cause of concern

Progress towards the MDGs is highly uneven 
across and within regions and countries. This 
is part of a long-term trend of increasing 
JOREDO�LQHTXDOLW\��$V�ˉJXUH�RQ�WKH�ULJKW�
shows, inequality at a global level has been 
on the rise for a long time. This global trend 
might have come to a halt around 2006. 
However, workshop participants agreed that 
the consequences of the recent economic 
crises will need to be carefully assessed to 
clarify their impact on inequality, particularly 
in poor countries. 

‘Inequality within countries has 
been a long-standing feature 
of human societies. Yet, the 
magnitude, complexity and scope 
of the deterioration observed in 
the last 30 years make it stand 
apart’.

Shamshad Akhtar 
Assistant-Secretary-General  
for Economic development  

(united nations)

During the last decade, many developing 
countries have enjoyed relatively high rates 
of growth. These were largely driven by 
foreign direct investment, open markets, and 
development assistance. In this context, public 
policies have tended to overlook inequality. This 
development model has worked well at the 
aggregate level, but it has been accompanied by 
widening individual and territorial disparities: 
often only a small part of the population has 
been able to take advantage of economic 
growth. As a result of these development 
dynamics, the economies of many developing 
countries remain concentrated in few urban 
centers, characterized by a narrow base and 
highly vulnerable to external shocks.4 

4 Global Forum on Local Development (2010).

‘We are living in an age of shocks: 
we must build more equal societies 
to stay resilient to those shocks’.

Arvinn Gadgil 
State Secretary for  

International  
development (norway)

7KH�LPSDFW�RI�WKH�UHFHQW�ˉQDQFLDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�
crises have been severe on this system, 
especially in the Least Developed Countries 
(LDCs): in many regions delocalized factories 
have started to close, construction shrank, 
WRXULVP�ˊRZV�GHFOLQHG��H[SRUWV�EHFDPH�OHVV�
competitive, remittances dwindled. What 
was working for only a part of the system 
before the crises, was even less effective 
after these shocks. In a number of countries, 
both high and low income, economic growth 
has not been accompanied by equally rapid 
rates of job generation, entailing what is 
perceived as ‘jobless growth’. Even for those 
HPSOR\HG��GHFHQW�ZRUN�ȟGHˉFLWVȠ�LQ�WKH�IRUP�

Global Inequality, Gini coefficient

Sources: The World Top Incomes Database; World Bank; “Inequality among World Citizens: 
1820-1992”, by Bourguignon & Morrison, The American Economic Review, 2002; “A short 
history of global inequality: The past two centuries”, by Branko Milanovic, Explorations in 
Economic History, May 2011.
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of underemployment, poor quality and 
unproductive jobs, unsafe work and insecure 
income are widespread. In developing countries 
globalization and the rise of technology are 
partially behind the increase in inequality, as 
they have simultaneously reduced the number 
of low-skill jobs, and increased the incomes of 
high-skill ones. At the same time, an ever lower 
share of productivity gains goes to workers.

These dynamics have strong spatial and social 
dimensions since different localities and 
social groups are hit by these global trends in 
different ways. Moreover, international crises 
DIIHFW�QDWLRQDO�SXEOLF�ˉQDQFHV��ZKLFK�LQ�WXUQ�
LPSDFW�RQ�WKH�DYDLODELOLW\�RI�ˉVFDO�UHVRXUFHV�IRU�

national and local governments. Once more, the 
impact is asymmetric and particularly severe on 
the poor and on rural regions that are already 
struggling with the higher cost of delivering 
services to sparsely populated and remote 
areas. More developed countries have also been 
affected by these trends: during the past few 
years, inequality has risen in the vast majority 
RI�2(&'�FRXQWULHV��VHH�ˉJXUH�EHORZ�5.

5 OECD (2011b).

Income inequality increased in most OECD countries

Gini coefficients of income inequality, mid-1980s and late2000s

Source: OECD Database on Household Income Distribution and Poverty.
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932535185
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What are the different dimensions of 
inequality?
Understanding the multiple dimensions of inequality is critical

Inequality is a multi-dimensional issue that 
can only be addressed effectively if its different 
facets and root causes are well understood. 
Inequality can be observed at three levels: 
global inequality refers to inequality between 
individuals irrespective of their nationality (as if 
everybody lived in the same country); inequality 
between countries focuses on differences 
in mean income across different countries; 
inequality within countries expresses differences 
at country level (usually measured by the Gini 
FRHIˉFLHQW��

Workshop participants focused on inequality 
within countries as a key level for policymakers 
and development assistance to act. When 
referring to inequality at the country level, we 
JHQHUDOO\�UHIHU�WR�VLJQLˉFDQW�YDULDWLRQV�LQ�OLYLQJ�
standards: economic status, access to key social 
services (such as healthcare or education), 
resources and political representation. For the 
sake of clarity, we can further classify inequality 
on the one hand in terms of type of inequality: 
inequality of outcome or of opportunity (within 
these two categories several variables can be 
considered). On the other hand, it is useful to 
discuss inequality in terms of groups among 
which inequality manifests itself (e.g. disparities 
among individuals, communities, regions, ethnic 
groups, or gender).

Inequality is both a matter of 
‘outcome’ and of ‘opportunity’

While emphasis is often placed on inequality 
in terms of development outcomes (for 
instance in terms of income disparity among 

individuals), workshop participants underlined 
the importance of the concept of ‘inequality of 
opportunity’: differences in access to services 
DQG�UHVRXUFHV�WKDW�LQˊXHQFH�WKH�FDSDELOLW\�
of individuals to express their potential and 
pursue their aspirations. A clear example of 
inequality of opportunity is offered by recent 
research on inequality among children: across 
32 countries examined, a child in the richest 
10 per cent of households has 35 times the 
available income of a child in the poorest 10 
per cent of households.6 

‘The gaps between the poorest and 
richest children are considerably 
larger than the gaps among adults’.

Jessica Espey 
Senior Research and  

Policy Adviser (Save the children)

This approach places particular emphasis on 
the need to design policies that build a level 
SOD\LQJ�ˉHOG��UDWKHU�WKDQ�WU\�WR�DFKLHYH�ȟSDULW\Ƞ�
in terms of outcomes. As referred to in the 
Istanbul Programme of Action7, this concept 
has particular relevance for Least Developed 
Countries (LDCs), where equality of opportunity 

6 Save the Children (2012).
7 Programme of Action for the Least Developed Countries for 
the Decade 2011-2020. Fourth United Nations Conference 
on the Least Developed Countries, Istanbul, May 2011. The 
Istanbul Programme of Action (IPoA) states that ‘equity at all 
levels is indispensable for the pursuit of long-term prosperity and 
the realization of all internationally recognized human rights, 
including the right to development by all. Development strategies 
and programmes of least developed countries and their partners 
should strive to enhance the participation and empowerment of 
WKH�SRRU�DQG�PDUJLQDOL]HG�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�GHYHORSPHQW�DQG�EHQHˉW�
the most vulnerable, ensuring social justice, democracy, gender 
equality and sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth 
and sustainable development’.
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means focusing on structural transformation 
through increasing productive capacity and 
decent work for all, particularly for youth. In the 
context of the post-2015 discussion, the notion 
of inequality of opportunities points to the 
importance of measuring access to key services, 
especially for those that tend to be excluded. 
The lack or malfunctioning of ‘social elevators’ 
(mechanisms that allow upward mobility) 
is driving a growing unease with inequality 
ZKLFK�PDNHV�LW�QR�ORQJHU�DQ�LVVXH�FRQˉQHG�WR�
academic debate, but places it very much at the 
top of political agendas throughout the world. 
In this context, Governments are increasingly 
faced with social movements that ask for more 
inclusive growth patterns and for opportunities 
and resources to be more fairly distributed. 

‘A key challenge for the future 
is to restore ‘the social elevator’, 
to promote reforms that can 
give opportunities to everyone, 
particularly in the Least Developed 
Countries (LDCs).’ 
 

H.E. Jean-francis R. Zinsou, 
Ambassador of Benin to the united nations,  
chairperson coordination Bureau for Ldc Group

Five key dimensions of 
inequality: individual, territorial, 
gender, financial and digital.

Workshop participants agreed that it is 
necessary to understand and address the root 
FDXVHV�RI�DW�OHDVW�WKH�IROORZLQJ�ˉYH�W\SHV�RI�
inequality. These are dimensions of inequality 
that UNCDF targets explicitly with some of its 
programs across the LDCs: 

Individual (or vertical) inequality. This dimension 
refers to inequality between persons (as 
opposed to inequality between ‘groups’), 
notwithstanding where they live or whether 
they belong to a particular ethnic or social 

group. In the current political discourse, 
individual inequality is often used to quantify 
differences between ‘the rich and the poor’ 
RU�PRUH�VSHFLˉFDOO\�WKH�GHJUHH�RI�GLIIHUHQFH�
between the top income earners and the lower 
income earners. Thus, this is an important 
category, but in many developing countries, 
what matters even more for policymaking - and 
also in terms of perception - is inequality that is 
determined by people’s belonging to a certain 
JURXS�RU�OLYLQJ�LQ�D�VSHFLˉF�DUHD��KRUL]RQWDO�
inequality). Horizontal inequality is critical 
when it comes to discussing progress towards 
the MDGs because it tends to be long lasting: 
DQ�LQGLYLGXDO�ˉQGV�LW�GLIˉFXOW�LPSRVVLEOH�
to escape from it, because it is group 
characteristics (often driven by discrimination) 
that tend to ‘trap’ people.

Territorial inequality. Progress towards the 
MDGs is highly uneven from a territorial 
perspective. Evidence from the country level 
shows that growth and development have 
left many regions behind. Lack of progress 
WRZDUGV�WKH�0'*V�LV�RIWHQ�ORFDOL]HG�LQ�VSHFLˉF�
areas and dependent on local circumstances. 
Often, territorial inequalities coincide with 
inequality based on identity or ethnicity. Across 
the developing world territorial disparities 
persist in many countries and are in some cases 
increasing. Despite remarkable achievements 
at the aggregate level in many cases, large 
differences in terms of access to services and 
performance against key MDGs delineate 
VLJQLˉFDQW�UXUDO�XUEDQ�GLYLGHV��)RU�H[DPSOH��
disparities in urban and rural sanitation remain 
huge, especially in Southern Asia, sub-Saharan 
$IULFD�DQG�2FHDQLD��VHH�ˉJXUH�RQ�SDJH������LQ�
all developing regions, children in rural areas 
are more likely to be undernourished than 
FKLOGUHQ�OLYLQJ�LQ�FLWLHV�DQG�WRZQV��VHH�ˉJXUH�
on next page); similar differences exist across 
other important areas, such as access to water, 
as well as schooling and mortality rates (see 
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Mortality is more likely to strike children 
in rural areas

Ratio of rural to urban under-five mortality rates, 2000/2010
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Rural areas are still far behind cities 
in water access
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ˉJXUHV�RQ�SUHYLRXV�SDJH���2YHUDOO��LQDGHTXDWH�
ˉQDQFH��ODFN�RI�IRFXV�DQG�RI�WDUJHWHG�
interventions have largely excluded the poorest 
regions and groups from advances towards 
several MDGs. A focus on territorial disparities 
is not only important to understand inequality 
trends: it is critical for policy making. A better 
understanding of territorial inequality can lead 
to more attention for disaggregated data on 
development trends and drive a rethinking 
of territorial development policies and the 
allocation of resources across and within levels 
of governments.8 

8 Global Forum on Local Development (2010).

‘‘Spatially-blind’ policy approaches 
have often failed to develop 
balanced, diversified rural and 
urban economies’.

nicola crosta 
Head of Policy  
(uncdf)

Gender inequality. Workshop participants agreed 
WKDW�WKLV�LV�D�NH\�GLPHQVLRQ��$V�WKH�ˉJXUH�RQ�
next page shows, global progress towards 
gender equality is highly uneven, with entire 
continents lagging behind. The 2011 report 
‘Progress of the World’s Women’ highlights 
stark, persisting disparities between men and 
women across several MDGs.9 Today, 75 per 
cent of women face physical or psychological 
violence: this is a clear manifestation of gender 
inequality. Exclusion and discrimination are not 
limited to women in poor households: in all 
groups - poor or rich - women are most likely 
to endure secondary social status, lower access 
to basic services, restricted participation and 
threats to personal security.10 There is broad 
consensus that progress towards the MDGs is 
impossible without substantive progress in 
gender equality. From an economic perspective, 
gender equality should indeed be considered as 
a powerful tool to ‘unlock’ unused or underused 
productive capacity.

9 UN Women (2012).
10 2012 Report on the Global Thematic Consultation on 
Inequalities (co-led by UNICEF and UN Women), New York.

Source: Millenium Development Goals Report, United Nations, 2012. 

Urban–rural differences in sanitation 
coverage are starting to even out, but 
remain stark
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‘We are not drawing on all 
capacities in society if we don’t 
address gender equality’.

Lucia Hanmer 
Senior Economic Adviser 
(un Women)

Financial inequality. Half of all working-age 
adults globally – an estimated 2.5 billion 
SHRSOH�ȝ�GR�QRW�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR�IRUPDO�ˉQDQFLDO�
services. Amongst the poor, three out of four 
people are excluded. There are further gaps 
LQ�ˉQDQFLDO�LQFOXVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�GLIIHUHQW�
demographics, with women, youth and rural 
populations at the greatest disadvantage. 
These groups are without access to formal 
ˉQDQFLDO�VHUYLFHV�GXH�WR�ERWK�ODFN�RI�VXSSO\�
(high-income countries have on average 30 
times more automated teller machines per 
100,000 adults than low income countries) 
and demand side factors: costs, distance, paper 
work and other constraints faced by the poor. 
Just thirty years ago it was a revelation that 

the poor could borrow and repay loans. But 
continuing to focus on micro-credit alone is not 
the solution. There is growing evidence that the 
SRRU�QHHG�D�EURDG�UDQJH�RI�ˉQDQFLDO�VHUYLFHV��
and that these should be quality services that 
provide value for money. When such services 
DUH�DYDLODEOH��WKHUH�LV�HYLGHQFH�WKDW�ˉQDQFLDO�
inclusion becomes a powerful driver towards 
MDGs achievement, reduction of inequality and 
inclusive growth.11

‘Improved access to finance is not 
only pro-growth, but also pro-poor, 

reducing income inequality and 
poverty’. 

 
Beth Porter 

Policy Advisor  
(uncdf)

11 Beck, Demirguc-Kunt, and Levine (2007) and 
Demirguc-Kunt et al. (2008).

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

India 40

Source: Social Watch 
> http://www.socialwatch.org/

Middle East
& North Africa

South Asia
(excluding India)

Sub-Saharan
Africa

Central Asia

East Asia & Pacific
(excluding China)

Latin America
& Caribbean

Europe

North
America

China 69

Region GEI 2008

500,000,000 people

Region with 
no data to
calculate
evolution

48

Significant
regression

Slight
regression

Slight
progress

Significant
progress

50

53

64
67

74
75

Gender Equity Index

49

63

13



Digital inequality. Over the past decade, the 
rise in mobile cellular subscriptions has 
been extraordinary in both developed and 
developing countries. The number of Internet 
users has also risen sharply. Major differences 
remain, however, in terms of quantity and 
quality of broadband access. According to 
the most recent data available, in developing 
regions mobile broadband penetration stands 
at less than 10 per cent, compared with 
DSSUR[LPDWHO\���SHU�FHQW�ˉ[HG�EURDGEDQG�
SHQHWUDWLRQ��VHH�ˉJXUHV�RQ�WKH�OHIW���

Workshop participants concluded that mobile 
technology and access to broadband Internet 
can play a key role to overcome geographical 
barriers and help bring key services and 
information to those who need them the 
most. For instance, advances in connectivity 
can provide the basis for mobile banking 
and for moving away from cash-based 
transactions to electronic payments, which 
can have sizeable impacts in terms of cost 
VDYLQJV��WUDQVSDUHQF\�DQG�ˉQDQFLDO�LQFOXVLRQ��
When it comes to promoting the use of 
technology for development purposes, the 
quality and quantity of innovation currently 
taking place is enormous. There is a need 
for the international community to act more 
deliberately in terms of codifying these 
experiences and bring them to scale, building 
particularly on the potential for public-
SULYDWH�SDUWQHUVKLSV�DQG�LQQRYDWLYH�ˉQDQFH�
mechanisms. 

Source: Millenium Development Goals Report, United Nations, 2012. 

A global “digital divide” remains in terms of 
quantity and quality of broadband 
Internet access 

Fixed broadband subscriptions per 100 population, 2001-2011

Active mobile broadband subscriptions per 100 population, 2007-2011 
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How can inequality be integrated into the 
post-2015 development framework?
There is growing consensus that the current MDGs do not properly 
tackle inequality…

The Millennium Declaration committed 
to creating a more equal and just world, 
recognizing equality and solidarity as essential 
WR�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�UHODWLRQV�LQ�WKH�WZHQW\�ˉUVW�
century. The Millennium Development Goals, 
which emerged as practical and measurable 
articulation of the Millennium Declaration, 
have been source of inspiration and change. 
Yet, despite their many successes, they did 
not integrate all principles outlined in the 
Millennium Declaration, including equality. 
Also, analysis of the implementation of MDG 
frameworks at the country level, has pointed 
out that the emphasis on national averages 
can actually provide an incentive not to focus 
on the most disadvantaged social groups and 
regions.12 There is growing consensus, across 
on-going post-2015 consultations, that the 
future development framework will need to 
deliberately address this. 

… and that addressing inequality 
should become an integral part 
of the post-2015 development 
framework for economic, political 
and ethical reasons.

Workshop participants addressed several of 
the economic, political and moral rationales for 
addressing inequality and promoting inclusive 
growth. 

First, until recently, the idea that inequality is 
‘good for growth’ was widespread. Inequality 
was understood by many as providing 
incentives to accumulate and produce more 

12 Crosta N. (2011).

DQG�PRUH�HIˉFLHQWO\��+RZHYHU��UHFHQWO\�WKH�
perception has changed and inequality is 
increasingly seen as a serious obstacle to 
inclusive and sustainable development. The 
increasing importance of human capital in 
development in relation to physical capital 
has been behind the shift towards the reverse 
view.13 A solid body of evidence shows that 
highly unequal societies tend to have shorter 
and less robust periods of economic growth14.

Second, it is increasingly accepted that unequal 
FRXQWULHV�DUH�PRUH�VXVFHSWLEOH�WR�ˉQDQFLDO�
crises15, that inequality reduces the impact 
of economic growth on poverty reduction16 
and that - ultimately - highly unequal growth 
patterns lead to social unrest, crime and 
political instability. The many recent and 
on-going social movements (e.g. those 
accompanying the ‘Arab Spring’, the ‘Occupy 
Wall-Street’ in North America or similar 
movements across Europe and developing 
countries) are a compelling demonstration 
of these trends. Recent studies have delved 
in particular into the perverse effects that 
inequality can have on political systems and on 
democracy.17 

13 IMF Finance and development (2011). 
14 Berg, A.G. and Ostry, J.D. (2011).
15 Saith, A. (2011). 
16 UNRISD (2010). 
17 See for instance A. Acemoglu, J. Robinson (2012), Why 
Nations Fail: The Origins of Power, Prosperity, and Poverty. 
The authors discuss the risk of capture of political power 
by ‘extractive elites’, which in turn can further reinforce 
inequality.
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Third, there is a strong ethical rationale for 
tackling inequality. Workshop participants 
agreed that while there can be differences 
in terms of the level of inequality that is 
considered ‘acceptable’ in different countries, 
or in historical periods, policies that address 
imbalances have an important role to play in 
making sure that development is a ‘fair’ process. 
In this context, the United Nations have a 
critical responsibility in terms of making sure 
WKDW�LQHTXDOLW\�UHPDLQV�ˉUPO\�RQ�WKH�SRVW������
agenda.

‘Inequality affects us all, not just 
those at the bottom: it stifles 
growth and creates instability’.

Vinicius Pinheiro 
deputy director  

�,/2�2IˉFH���1HZ�<RUN�

Addressing inequality could 
be reflected in the post-2015 
development framework 
as a stand-alone goal, or by 
mainstreaming pertinent 
indicators across different goals…

The post-2015 development framework could 
greatly help to foster deliberate policies for 
inclusiveness at the country level. It could 
be a formidable tool to give visibility to 
inequality trends, but also provide incentives 
and recognition to countries that are able to 
address and curb those trends. The Post-2015 
UN Task Team18 has suggested that goals, 
targets and indicators should be carefully 
considered and selected so that they most 
effectively address inequalities and the factors 
underpinning them. 

18 UN System Task Team (2012a).

‘There are technical and political 
issues to a stand-alone inequality 

goal, but why should we lack 
ambition?’ 

 
Gawain Kripke, 

director of Policy and Research  
(Oxfam America)

Different options are emerging: (1) One 
UHFRPPHQGDWLRQ�LV�WR�LQWURGXFH�VSHFLˉF�JRDOV�
on inequality or to have one single goal, 
bringing together different dimensions of 
LQHTXDOLW\��5HˊHFWLQJ�LQHTXDOLW\�DW�WKH�ȟJRDOV�
level’ would certainly give the issue more 
prominence, though it could be challenging to 
GHˉQH�RQ�D�JOREDO�OHYHO��7KHUH�LV�DJUHHPHQW�
that in order to be effective, such goals would 
most likely have to focus on national indicators, 
and take into account the disparities in 
inequalities across countries, as well as recent 
trends. (2) Another widely debated option is 
WR�UHˊHFW�LQHTXDOLW\�DFURVV�YDULRXV�JRDOV��7KLV�
would probably be easier to implement and 
could take the form of targets and indicators 
disaggregating progress in terms of gender, 
income groups or and rural-urban indicators 
across individual human development 
indicators.

‘Inequality is a critical issue: 
we need to make sure that 

‘mainstreaming’ it will not de facto 
make it disappear from the post-

2015 agenda’.

christine Roth  
deputy Executive Secretary  

(uncdf)
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…but this will require tackling 
data shortages, as well as other 
technical and political barriers.

While there is emerging consensus that 
inequality and inclusive growth should become 
integral parts of the post-2015 framework, it 
is also clear that this is not going to be simple 
for both political and technical reasons. From 
a political point of view, a number of workshop 
participants argued that putting inclusion at 
the top of governments’ agendas may prove 
to be challenging since it can be perceived 
as threatening establishments and rent-
seeking elites. Technically, there are also great 
challenges to face when it comes to designing 
and implementing a development framework 
that aims at measuring progress towards 
multiple dimensions of inequality. 

‘We cannot improve what we 
cannot measure’.

Arnaud Sahuguet 
Product Manager  

(Google.org)

There are at least two challenges to be 
considered:

First, what should be measured to capture 
inequality is not straightforward. Economists 
tend to measure inequality in terms of incomes 
or consumption, although during the past two 
decades there has been an increasing call for 
multi-dimensional measurements of well-
being and thus inequality. During the past few 
years, useful lessons have been learnt in the 
framework of the development of the OECD’s 
‘Better Life Index’. One of the most important 
conclusions from that experience is that 
Governments and their statistical institutes 
should dedicate more resources to ‘ask people 
what matters to them’ and then measure it. As 
a participant put it: ‘we should not just treasure 

what we can measure, we should measure 
what we treasure’. Also, inequality is a complex 
issue and takes different forms in different 
contexts. Coming up with goals, targets and 
indicators that are comparable across countries 
LV�WKHUHIRUH�GLIˉFXOW��)RU�WKLV�UHDVRQ��WKHUH�LV�
growing consensus that a certain degree of 
ˊH[LELOLW\�VKRXOG�EH�OHIW�DW�QDWLRQDO�OHYHOV�WR�
determine targets and/or indicators. 

‘The post-2015 goals should 
pay more attention to territorial 
dynamics and draw on 
disaggregated data, not just 
national averages’.

Edgardo Blisky 
director of Programs  

(ucLG)

Second, there is the important question of 
data availability. Reliable and timely data will 
be crucial for devising appropriate policies 
and for holding the international community 
to account. Many countries still need to set 
up the systems that allow for collecting and 
processing data, especially when it comes 
to disaggregated data by region, gender or 
income groups. Building statistical capacity 
in those countries will demand increased 
DQG�ZHOO�FRRUGLQDWHG�ˉQDQFLDO�DQG�WHFKQLFDO�
support from development partners. It will also 
require country ownership and government 
commitment to spur the institutional changes 
needed to ensure the sustainability of capacity- 
building efforts. Inadequate investment or 
inequitable allocations of public resources 
according to region or socio-economic 
group have been a key barrier to overcoming 
individual and group-based inequalities within 
FRXQWULHV��VHH�ˉJXUH�RQ�SDJH����RQ�YHUWLFDO�
allocation of resources in different countries). 
In this context it is key to advance systems that 
allow collecting and making information on 
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government spending across and within levels 
of government publicly available.

 ‘Advancing inclusion is also a 
matter of obtaining information 
on public expenditure across and 
within government levels’.

Jamie Boex 
Senior Research Associate 

(The urban Institute)

The potential of technology 
to collect, visualize and share 
information on inequality should 
not be underestimated. 

The technologies at our disposal today are 
very different from those available when the 
current MDGs were formulated 15 years ago. 
This has at least two key, concrete implications: 
ˉUVW��WKHUH�DUH�QHZ�ZD\V�WR�FROOHFW�GDWD��7RGD\�
a large amount of data - for instance those 
generated by users of mobile phones - is being 
created as a by-product of people’s activities 
at a rate that is unprecedented in human 

KLVWRU\�b�7KLV�GHOXJH�RI�SDVVLYHO\�SURGXFHG�
data holds insights about people’s lives and 
needs. Part of the future efforts towards 
measuring progress towards development 
goals will be to learn how to distill information 
from increasing amounts of data in order to 
WUDFN�SURJUHVV�LQ�VSHFLˉF�DUHDV��6HFRQG��WKHUH�
are new ways of visualizing data that can be 
particularly powerful in terms of facilitating 
the use of statistics for policymaking and for 
advocacy purposes. For instance, the dynamic 
visualization of data series (e.g. info-graphics) 
or the use of maps can dramatically change the 
clarity and diffusion on key statistical trends.

‘As mobile banking has shown, 
technology is a key tool to level the 
playing field’.

Patricia Haas-cleveland 
Global Public Sector  

Head of Strategy  
(citi)
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The way forward: paving the way for an 
inclusive future

Understanding and tackling inequality will 
be key to accelerating progress towards the 
MDGs and to fostering inclusive growth after 
2015. There is broad consensus that something 
should and could be done to tackle inequality. 
Participants highlighted that structural changes 
do not necessarily lead to greater inequality if 
appropriate employment, corporate governance, 
FRPSHWLWLRQ��ˉVFDO�SROLFLHV��ZDJH��DQG�ORFDO�
development policies are in place. Targeted 
investments and smart ODA can go a long 
way in promoting a more inclusive future. For 
instance, in a globalized and high-tech world, 
education at all levels, from pre-school to 
tertiary education, job training and retraining, 
and access to ICTs will play a key role to 
increasing equality of opportunities, both in 
developed and in developing countries.

Workshop participants discussed the recent 
Latin American experience where social 
programmes – targeting human capital through 
education and health services, as well as 
cash transfers – and labour market reforms 
have played a major role in reducing income 
inequalities.19 

Progressive tax policy, as well as deliberate 
action to make sure extractive industries 
operate more transparently, could also 
constitute other key ingredients of inclusive 
growth strategies. 

7KH�SRWHQWLDO�RI�LQQRYDWLYH�ˉQDQFLQJ�
mechanisms cannot be ignored, particularly in 
WKH�FXUUHQW�HQYLURQPHQW�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�ˉVFDO�
constraints that can limit government spending 

19 According to ECLAC’s Social Panorama 2012, income 
distribution has improved in most Latin American 
countries since 2002.

and ODA. It is critical to look carefully at the 
ZLGH�UDQJH�RI�LQQRYDWLYH�ˉQDQFLQJ�VWUXFWXUHV�
through which private and public sector capital 
FDQ�ˊRZ�WRZDUGV�LPSURYLQJ�GHYHORSPHQW�
outcomes and foster inclusive growth. These 
include new thematic global trust funds, public 
guarantees and insurance mechanisms, equity 
LQYHVWPHQWV��PLFUR�DQG�PHVR�ˉQDQFH�DQG�
socially responsible investments, including 
various forms of impact investing. 

‘We need to take action 
against inequality: let’s promote 
transparency in extractive 
industries, let’s tackle tax havens’.

Arvinn Gadgil 
State Secretary  

for International development  
(norway)

Indeed, political inequality is an area where a 
lot of progress can be made. Changes in laws 
and regulations to guarantee representation 
and participation as well as judicial reforms to 
ensure fair access to justice are key elements to 
tackle inequality and foster inclusiveness.20 

While there are different options available 
to ‘embed’ inequality and inclusion in the 
post-2015 framework, ignoring the topic or 
downplaying its strategic relevance does not 
seem to be an option. A deliberate focus on 

20 As stated in the Secretary General’s report of the Legal 
Empowerment and Poverty (LEP):‘Legal empowerment of 
the poor seeks to establish the rule of law and ensure equal 
and equitable access to justice and tackle the root causes of 
exclusion, vulnerability and poverty. Security of livelihoods, 
shelter, tenure and contract can enable and empower the 
poor to defend themselves against possible violation of their 
rights. In that respect, legal empowerment is both preventive 
and curative. It goes beyond the provision of legal remedies 
and leads to better economic opportunities for the poor’.
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inequality in the post-2015 framework would 
imply much more than a new ‘goal’ or sets of 
targets and indicators. It will lay the basis for 
a new development paradigm. A development 
model that relies on both public and private 
ˉQDQFH�WR�VXFFHHG��WKDW�XVHV�FDUHIXOO\�
disaggregated data to measure progress, that 
considers ‘inclusion’ a key ingredient to growth, 
justice and stability. 

The emerging post-2015 agenda must make 
reducing all major forms of inequalities an 
integral part of its goals.

Shamshad Akhtar 
Assistant-Secretary-General for Economic development  
(united nations)

There is no sustainable development without 
sustainable finance, there is no inclusive 
development without inclusive finance. 

Marc Bichler 
Executive Secretary 
(uncdf)
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This Policy Note summarizes the main content of the workshop on ‘Inequality, Inclusive Growth and 
the post-2015 Framework’ convened by UNCDF in cooperation with UN-DESA and UNDP/BDP on 
March 7th, 2013 in New York. The Note addresses 3 key questions:

1.  Why inequality is a critical topic in the context of the post-2015 discussions? This section presents 
some of the current trends in inequality with particular emphasis on developing countries. 

2.  What are the key dimensions of inequality? This part ‘un-packs’ the concept of inequality. It explains 
that inequality can mean different things to different people. And that it needs to be understood 
and addressed as a cross-cutting issue. 

3.  How can inequality be integrated into the post-2015? This section highlights some of the options 
for including a measurement of inequality in the post-2015 framework and discusses the political 
and technical challenges involved.

This document will be valuable for policymakers and development practitioners interested in the topic 
of inequality and how the post-2015 framework including the future set of development goals could 
contribute to foster inclusive growth. 


