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Engaging non-state actors and local authorities in SDG follow-up and review
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ICELAND

High-quality scientific research
can inform SDG indicators
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Utilise qualified researchers and
available university expertise to
help develop a more robust SDG
monitoring system.
Ensure high-quality data and information generated and peer-reviewed by multi-disciplinary experts.
Leverage expertise and knowledge
with experts assigned to different
SDG indicators, and complement

the identified data gaps with thematic research.
|

Facilitate interactive e-surveys and
questionnaires applied through
participatory engagement, in order to inform the set of SDG indicators.

Background
In 2017 the Government of Iceland,
in cooperation with the Institute for
Sustainability Studies at the University of Iceland, completed a joint exercise in mapping the data availabil-
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ity and expertise for the applicable
SDGs in Iceland. An SDG technical working group comprising university professors, academic researchers, senior students and government
experts was tasked to identify and
evaluate the accessibility and quality of relevant data. The experts of the
working group assessed the quality of
the identified data for each of the applicable indicators through a survey,
which was based on the self-assessment template of the Conference of
European Statisticians (CES) Steering Group on the availability of statistics for the global SDG indica-
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tors. The analysis showed that data
was collected fully or partially in Iceland for 98 indicators out of the 137
applicable indicators. The main output of the expert work was a matrix
listing the available data and sources in relation to the global SDG indicator framework. One by-product was a list of experts connected to
the relevant SDG indicators. The data and expert mapping exercise paved
the way for establishing the national
SDG monitoring system and preparing the first Voluntary National Review (VNR) of Iceland in 2019.

Engagement approach
The first step in the process was to
map university and academic experts and to link them to the prioritised SDGs, targets and indicators,
thus utilising the existing knowledge at university level. The technical working group members reached
out to the potential experts through
e-surveys, in order to understand the
related technical challenges in the
availability and quality of data for
the relevant SDG indicators in Iceland. After some offline and online
reminders, the majority of the contacted experts were able to provide

feedback for most of the applicable SDG indicators, or at least point
out other relevant experts who might
be in a better position to address the
questions. In the end, around 100
experts, mainly academics but also some from government institutions, provided inputs to help elaborate the initial SDG indicator matrix.
Once the ‘groundwork’ for the data mapping exercise was completed,
the indicator matrix was shared and
discussed through several rounds of
expert consultations, which included
other non-state actors.
The second task that the technical
working group received from the Icelandic Government was to review
and propose a methodological approach for prioritising the SDGs in
Iceland based on pre-defined criteria
in terms of how achievable the targets are, the availability of data and
linkages to national and local development priorities.

Principles and dimensions
of quality of engagement
The data mapping and SDG prioritisation exercises were the first
joint attempts of government in-
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stitutions and academia to undertake a comprehensive multi-expert
baseline assessment on the availability and quality of data for the relevant SDGs in Iceland. The e-surveys,
which were part of the identification
processes, and engaging with the other organisations and researchers that
would support the survey results,
provided an opportunity to foster dialogue, develop the initial set of indicators and understand the available expertise for the national SDG
monitoring framework. The engagement of the universities and researchers showcased how, with limited
resources and time constraints, academia can have a major influence in
expanding the active involvement
of key expert stakeholders (beyond
what is available exclusively within
the government), and provide a factual foundation for a more operational and evidence-based follow-up
and review process. The fact that the
technical work was mostly led by academic and university staff enabled a
more robust mechanism that would
encourage other academic experts
to provide feedback and accept technical responsibility for the individual
indicators or complement the identified data gaps with thematic research.
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Challenges

The identified set of indicators
and prioritised targets were fed into the SDG working group, which is
chaired by the Prime Minister’s Office and is responsible for coordinating preparation of the first VNR.
Statistics Iceland was able to use the
indicator matrix to design the publicly accessible information portal on
the SDG indicators. The participatory data collection methods from
both official and non-official sources
not only enhanced access to data and
information, but also ensured collective ownership of the results and
paved the way for joint initiatives to
raise public awareness of the SDGs in
Iceland.

Although the main challenges were
associated with the lack of data for
the relevant SDGs, it has been also
difficult to identify, contact and collect the diverse views of the experts
in order to elaborate a comprehensive set of indicators in terms of availability and quality of data. Getting
the contacted experts to answer the
inquiries was also particularly challenging and time-consuming, and required continuous follow-up.
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Results and impact

Success factors
and lessons learned
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The initial SDG data assessment
in Iceland was led by national research institutions in conjunction
with national authorities, through
an officially institutionalised technical working group that secured the
legitimacy and credibility of decision-making on the final list of indicators. The joint identification and
bringing together of different university experts ensured the objectivity of
the process, promoted dialogue and
guaranteed the continuity and usability of the outcomes in the subsequent
VNR phases. Although the SDG data mapping exercise in Iceland did
not engage students, the involvement
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of master and PhD students, and
more generally researchers and academics interested in the topic, will
allow those responsible to quickly leverage and utilise the available
expertise and strengthen SDG monitoring based on high-quality assessments and multi-disciplinary con-

sultations. One key lesson learned
has been to enable and encourage the
deeper involvement of students as a
critical factor for utilising resources (especially when there are time and
human constraints) and addressing
some of the data gaps with qualitative analyses and thematic research.
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