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SDG Reference Metadata

 Based on concepts approved by the Interagency and Expert Group on 
SDG Indicators (IAEG-SDGs)

 Has been exchanged and published in MS Word since 2016

• Manual process

 Updates to metadata are proposed by custodian agencies, then 
reviewed and approved by the IAEG-SDGs



Global Metadata Structure Definition (MSD)

 Draft MSD for the SDG indicators was approved by the SDMX Working 
Group and released at the beginning of 2020.

 Based on metadata concepts used for the reporting of metadata for 
the global SDG indicators, harmonized with internationally used 
metadata concepts. - Only the presentation, but not the 
content, was updated!

 Allows standardized metadata exchanges and machine- readable 
metadata.

 Throughout 2020 the draft MSD underwent extensive testing and a 
successful pilot metadata exchange exercise with countries and 
agencies was conducted!



Harmonization of metadata concepts

 Raised by country members of the SDMX-SDGs Working Group, many 
of whom had mapped their metadata to “Single Integrated Metadata 
Structure” (SIMS)

 The Working Group invested substantial effort to align concepts from 
original metadata template with global standards, particularly SDMX 
Glossary and Global Metadata Concept Scheme (both derived from 
SIMS)

 Harmonization involved mapping original template to harmonized 
concepts. In some cases, this led to splitting or merging the metadata 
concepts after careful consideration.



SDG Reference Metadata Exchange pilot

 Establish automated, standards-based reference metadata exchange 
for SDG indicators with countries and custodian agencies

 Make SDG metadata available in a standard, machine-readable format



Challenges

 Very little experience in the community in automated reference 
metadata exchange

 Very few tools in support of reference metadata exchange
• Stark contrast with data exchange, for which a multitude of tools are 

available
 Complexity of SDG metadata concepts
 Complexity linking reference metadata with data
 Complexity converting rich text to a machine-readable format



Solution

 Use SDMX to structure SDG reference metadata and link to data
 Use a structured MS Word-based template to provide reference 

metadata
 Use a web-based reference metadata authoring tool to extract 

metadata from the template and convert to SDMX
• The template can be skipped if the reporter is able to provide metadata 

directly in SDMX
 Develop an API to disseminate metadata in a machine-readable 

format

 UNSD and WB joined forces to exploit synergies between the two 
projects



SDG Metadata Template

Link to data

Set languageComplete template



Pilot process

Complete MS Word-based 
SDG Metadata Exchange 
Template

Submit to SDMX 
Metadata Authoring Tool 
and get xml file or 
comparison report

Submit to SDGs Data Lab



Pilot results

Pilot participants that exchanged metadata:

Agencies Number of 
series with 
metadata

UNEP 31
World Bank 5

Countries Number of 
series with 
metadata

Colombia 4
France 2
Kyrgyzstan 1
Myanmar 3



What is UNSD doing?

 In Dec 2020, UNSD aligned all SDG indicators metadata to MSD 
concepts in a new metadata template

Old metadata template 
(pre-Dec 2020)

New metadata 
template (with new 

concepts)

UNSD transferred all 
metadata to new 

template

Agencies:
• received metadata in new 

template;
• were asked to: 

• review metadata to 
ensure that all contents 
were transferred 
correctly; and

• provide revisions/updates



Mapping of IAEG-SDG File Format to SDMX Detailed Concepts 
(1/2)

IAEG-SDG Headers and 
Subheaders

Detailed Metadata Concept 
Name

Last updated: [DATE] 0.e. Metadata update
Goal 0.a. Goal
Target 0.b. Target
Indicator 0.c. Indicator

0.d. Series
Institutional information
Organization(s)

0.g. International 
organisations(s) responsible 
for global monitoring
1.a. Organisation
1.b. Contact person(s)
1.c. Contact organisation unit
1.d. Contact person function
1.e. Contact phone
1.f. Contact mail
1.g. Contact emails

Concepts and definitions
Definition
Concepts

2.a. Definition and concepts

2.b. Unit of measure
2.c. Classifications

IAEG-SDG Headers and 
Subheaders

Detailed Metadata Concept 
Name

Rationale 4.a. Rationale
Comments and limitations 4.b. Comment and limitations
Methodology
Computation method

4.c. Method of computation

4.d. Validation
4.e. Adjustments

Treatment of missing values
* At country level: 
* At regional or global 
levels: 

4.f. Treatment of missing 
values (i) at country level and 
(ii) at regional level.

Regional aggregates 4.g. Regional aggregations
Sources of discrepancies 6. Comparability / Deviation 

from international standards
Methods and guidance 
available to countries for the 
compilation of the data at 
the national level

4.h. Methods and guidance 
available to countries for the 
compilation of the data at the 
national level
4.i. Quality management

Quality assurance 4.j. Quality assurance
4.k. Quality assessment



Mapping of IAEG-SDG File Format to SDMX Detailed Concepts 
(2/2)

IAEG-SDG Headers and 
Subheaders

Detailed Metadata Concept 
Name

Data sources
Description

3.a. Data sources

Collection process 3.b. Data collection method
Data availability
Disaggregation

5. Data availability and 
disaggregation

Calendar
Data collection

3.c. Data collection calendar

Data release 3.d. Data release calendar
Data providers 3.e. Data providers
Data compilers 3.f. Data compilers

3.g. Institutional mandate
References
URL
References

7. References and 
Documentation

Related indicators 0.f. Related indicators



What is UNSD doing with the new templates?

Obtain xml file

Confirmed 
metadata
(~120 files)

Load xml files in 
SDGs Data Lab

Revised 
metadata
(~107 files out 
of the 120 
confirmed 
files)

Obtain 
comparison 
report

Obtain xml file

Load xml files in 
SDGs Data Lab

1

2

During 2021

Metadata will be 
available through 

SDMX API

Number of metadata files as of 31 March 2021.

There are 257 metadata files in the repository



Metadata exchange: Moving into production

Complete

SDG Lab

UNSD 
Web site

IAEG-SDGs

API

Comparison
Report

API

Submit
Publish after 

approval



Challenges and next steps

 Not in production yet
• Improve metadata template and SDMX authoring tool and platform based 

on pilot exchange experience
• Integrate template for agencies and SDMX authoring tool for production 

metadata exchange
 Create user access beyond API (interface)
 Improve support for multi-lingual and versioning functionality
 Continue collaboration with translation project
 Limited resources



Thank you!
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