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The ambitious goal of sustainable development indicators is to provide information crucial 

to political decision-making and to the general public. How well is this goal achieved? Are 

indicators used and how, and what kind of influences and impacts follow from their use? 

What factors shape their uses and influences? 

The EU project POINT (Policy Influence of IndicaTors) aims to find answers to these ques-

tions. This report presents the results from case studies focusing on the use of Sustainable 

Development Indicators on various levels of governance. The European Union’s sustainable 

development strategy and related indicators are used to illustrate the international level. 

National-level results are based on case studies in Finland, Malta and Slovakia. Using docu-

ment analyses and interviews of key actors and stakeholders, barriers and possibilities to 

enhance the use of indicators are outlined.

 

ISBN 978-952-11-3831-7 (pbk.)

ISBN 978-952-11-3832-4 (PDF)

ISSN 1238-7312 (print)

ISSN 1796-1637 (online)

     T
H

E
 F

IN
N

IS
H

 E
N

V
IR

O
N

M
E

N
T

 4
 | 2

0
1

1

The POINT project is funded by European Community's Seventh Framework Programme 

(FP7/2007-2013) under grant agreement n° SSH-CT-2008-217207 POINT.





THE FINNISH ENVIRONMENT  4 |  2011

Using indicators to assess  
sustainable development in the 
European Union, Finland, Malta  
and Slovakia

Jari Lyytimäki, Janne Rinne, Petrus Kautto and  
Timo Assmuth (eds.)

Helsinki 2011

FINNISH ENVIRONMENT INSTITUTE



THE FINNISH ENVIRONMENT  4 | 2011 
Finnish Environment Institute
Environmental Policy Centre

Layout: Pirjo Lehtovaara

Cover page: photo Plugi.fi, drawing Arto Tiainen; Layout: Erika Várkonyi

The publication is also available in the Internet: 
www.environment.fi/publications

Edita Prima Ltd., Helsinki 2011

ISBN 978-952-11-3831-7 (pbk.) 
ISBN 978-952-11-3832-4 (PDF)
ISSN 1238-7312 (print)
ISSN 1796-1637 (online)

002



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Several persons and organizations have been involved in the production of this re-
port. First of all, we wish to thank all the interviewees on the EU level and in Finland, 
Malta and Slovakia for sharing their time and giving valuable insights. Collaboration 
with Maija-Liisa Harju and Hannele Ilvessalo-Lax from the West Finland Regional 
Environmental Centre (currently Southern Ostrobothnia Centre for Economic Devel-
opment, Transport and the Environment) and POINT WP6 created fruitful discus-
sions and gave inspiring insights for this report. Ulla Rosenström (Prime Minister’s 
Office, Finland) provided us with valuable background information on the use of the 
indicators in Finland. Tom Bauler and Léa Sébastien (Université Libre de Bruxelles) 
and Sauli Rouhinen (Ministry of the Environment, Finland) provided insightful com-
ments to the manuscript.

This report is an edited version of the Deliverabe 8 of the POINT (Policy Influence 
of Indicators) project. In order to improve the readability, some detailed level infor-
mation is left out from this report. The Deliverable 8, as well as other background 
documents related to the report can be found from the POINT-website: www.point-
eufp7.info/.

The research leading to these results has received funding from the European 
Community's Seventh Framework Programme (FP7/2007-2013) under grant agree-
ment n° SSH-CT-2008-217207 POINT. Finnish Environment Institute, International 
Environment Institute, University of Malta and Institute of Landscape Ecology, Slovak 
Academy of Sciences (ILE-SAS) provided additional resources. All interpretations 
presented are those of the authors. The authors are also responsible for any errors 
possibly remaining.



4  The Finnish Environment  4 | 2011



5The Finnish Environment  4 | 2011

CONTENTS

Acknowledgements ........................................................................................................3

1   Introduction ................................................................................................................7

2    Sustainable development indicators at EU level ....................................... 11

2.1 Indicators and sustainable development strategies: A cross-national 
     overview .................................................................................................................. 11

2.2  Sustainable development strategies and indicators in 
      the European Union .............................................................................................14

2.2.1 Background and history of sustainable development indicators 
        and strategies in the EU ..........................................................................14
2.2.2 The use of indicators in EU sustainable development strategy 
        assessments ...............................................................................................17
2.2.3 The use of indicators at EU level: Interviews .......................................20
2.2.4 Barriers of use and influence of EU sustainable 
        development indicators  ..........................................................................23
2.2.5 Summary: Possibilities to enhance the use and impact of 
        EU sustainable development indicators ...............................................24

3    Sustainable development indicators at national level ............................28

3.1 Sustainable development strategies and indicators in Finland ..................28

3.1.1 Background and history of sustainable development indicators 
       and strategies in Finland .........................................................................28
3.1.2 Quantitative analysis of the use of indicators in documents .............32
3.1.3 The use of indicators: Interviews ...........................................................36
3.1.4 Summary: Critical issues related to the use and influence of 
       indicators ....................................................................................................41

3.2 Sustainable development strategies and indicators in Malta ......................42

3.2.1 Background and history of sustainable development indicators 
        and strategies in Malta ............................................................................42
3.2.2 The use of indicators in sustainable development strategy 
        assessments ...............................................................................................44
3.2.3 The use and influence of sustainable development indicators: 
        interviews  .................................................................................................47
3.2.4 Summary: critical issues related to the use and influence of 
        indicators ...................................................................................................50

3.3 Sustainable development strategies and indicators in 
     the Slovak Republic ..............................................................................................51

3.3.1 Background and history of sustainable development indicators 
        and strategies in the Slovak Republic ................................................... 51
3.3.2 Methods and earlier studies ...................................................................57
3.3.3 Results from the questionnaire and the interviews ............................58
3.3.4 Summary: critical issues related to the use and influence of 
        indicators ...................................................................................................62

4    Barriers and possibilities of indicator use and influence .......................65

4.1 Current use of sustainable development indicators ......................................65

4.2 Barriers to use and influence of indicators ......................................................66

4.3 Suggestions to enhance indicator use and influence .....................................67



6  The Finnish Environment  4 | 2011

References and literature..........................................................................................70

Appendix 1. POINT WP4.1 General interview themes and questions ...........74

Documentation page .................................................................................................76

Kuvailulehti ................................................................................................................77

Presentationsblad .......................................................................................................78



7The Finnish Environment  4 | 2011

1   Introduction

Authors: Jari Lyytimäki & Petrus Kautto

This report is a product of the POINT project. POINT (Policy Influence of INdicaTors) 
is a research project funded by the EU's 7th Framework Programme for Research ex-
amining the role of indicators in policymaking, specifically sustainable development 
policy. The project studies whether, how and under which circumstances indicators 
influence policymaking, and by whom indicators are used and for which purposes. 
In the first phase of the project, a coherent preliminary framework of analysis was 
developed and hypotheses considering the use of indicators were suggested (Gud-
mundsson et al., 2009). The framework and hypotheses are further developed and 
tested in a number of case studies in three areas: composite sustainability indicators, 
indicators of sector integration, and indicators to monitor the implementation of 
national and EU-level sustainable development strategies. The case studies seek to 
identify the multiple impacts, direct and indirect, intended and unintended, of these 
indicators, as well as to investigate key factors conditioning indicator influence.

The overall aim of this report is to investigate how indicators have been used to 
monitor sustainable development (SD) strategies at national and EU-level. More 
specifically, the objectives are:

• To chart the level and type of actual use of SD indicators, and challenges 
related to the use of indicators at country and EU level.

• To assess the relevance of the use and influence of indicators related to sus-
tainable development strategies.

• To identify reasons for use or non-use of indicators, and factors shaping their 
uses.

Case countries were selected to represent different, yet sufficiently similar contexts 
of indicator use. The common feature is that all case countries are small EU Member 
States. Finland is a Northern country with relatively long traditions of SD indicators. 
With a population of 5.4 million and an area of 340 000 square kilometres Finland is 
the most sparsely populated country in the EU. The largest sector of the economy is 
services. The largest industries are electronics, engineered metal products and forest 
industry. Finland has been an EU Member State since 1995.

Slovakia is a mountainous landlocked country with an area of 49 000 square kilo-
metres and a population of over five million. Slovakia became an independent state on 
1993 after the peaceful dissolution of Czechoslovakia. Slovakia's GDP comes mainly 
from the services sector. The main industry sectors are car manufacturing and electri-
cal engineering. Slovakia became a member of the EU in 2004. 

Malta is a Southern European island state covering just over 300 square kilometres. 
It is one of Europe's smallest and most densely populated countries. Favourable geo-
graphical location makes Malta an important freight shipment point and a popular 
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tourism destination. Electronics and textiles manufacturing have been other key areas 
of economic activity. Malta produces only about a fifth of its food needs, and has lim-
ited freshwater supplies and domestic energy sources. Malta joined the EU in 2004.

Sustainable development strategies (SDS) have been extensively studied (Silveira, 
2006). Many studies focus on SDS in industrialized countries, especially in Europe. 
For example, the journal European Environment published a special issue in 2007 
concentrating on the national level SD strategies in Europe (Steurer and Martinuzzi, 
2007). It should be noted that there are clear differences between approaches, aims 
and means of SDS in developed and developing countries (Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 
2002; Moon, 2009). Here the focus is on selected developed countries in Europe and 
on the supranational EU level.

So far the main focus of the studies has been on the experiences from individual 
countries, although some cross-national studies have drawn together experiences 
from various countries (Dalal-Clayton et al., 2002; Eurostat, 2004; Swanson et al., 
2004; Niestroy, 2005; Berger and Steurer, 2006a). Some studies have addressed the 
role of SD strategies more widely based on conceptual and theoretical considerations 
(Steuer and Martinuzzi, 2004; Meadowcroft, 2007). Less attention has been paid to 
the relationships between supra-national, national and local level strategies and on 
the relationships between national-based and sector-based strategies. This report 
concentrates on describing the use of indicators in national and EU level. 

Based on literature searches only a limited number of studies address how indica-
tors are actually used in SD strategy processes (Gudmundsson et al., 2009). However, 
the level and type of use is difficult to assess because the concept of use is a com-
plicated one. The assessment of impacts and influences of use is even more difficult 
and it is often hard to make a distinction between use, influence and impact. Several 
authors have proposed alternative and complementary terms such as utility, influ-
ence and impact (Rich, 1997), consequence (Henry and Mark, 2003), or a chain of 
utilization (Hezri, 2004; 2005). 

Here a general level typology of use, influence and impact based on Gudmudsson 
et al. (2009) is adopted:

• Policy use of indicators denotes consideration or communication of an indica-
tor (or indicator set) by a person or group involved in a policy situation or 
process. The use may be deliberate or accidental; it may be explicit or implicit; 
it may play different roles (instrumental, symbolic, etc), and it may or may not 
lead to policy influence and impacts.

• Policy influence of indicators includes the effects on policy making proc-
esses or results stemming from the use of an indicator by a person or group 
involved in a policy situation or process; it may or may not lead to policy 
impacts.

• Policy impacts of indicators include the wider effects on perceptions, pro-
cedures or final societal or environmental conditions as a result of processes 
arising from the use and influence of an indicator.

There are different use-influence pathways that affect how indicators become 
involved (or neglected) in policy processes, potentially leading to use, influence and 
impact. The pathways may be short or long (both in time and in terms of contents and 
stages), linear or non-linear, cyclical, reversed, broken or lagged, stronger or weaker, 
or assume other forms. Different domains can be identified for factors that can drive, 
constrain, or put their mark on these pathways. Gudmundsson et al. (2009) have 
defined following tentative domains of indicator, user and policy factors: 

• Indicator factors have to do with indicators themselves, considered as instru-
ments of technical representation of states and developments for control. Of 
assumed importance for use of indicators in this domain is their instrumental 
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capacity for providing more or less unambiguous and accurate directions for 
action. Indicators are viewed with reference to performance criteria such as 
validity, reliability or data availability. In some cases it is assumed that if the 
indicator is correct in a computational sense and presented correctly then it 
will be ‘used’ more. Also other factors related to the properties of indicators 
can play an important role for use, such as their specificity and constancy.

• User factors refer to the people, groups and organizations involved in use 
processes such as in policy or operational management but also elsewhere, 
e.g. in learning and communication, and how they are inclined and able to 
call for, respond to or apply indicators in particular situations. This would 
again depend on a host of elements such as the personal and organizational 
background, positions, and motivations. For example some administrators 
may have statistical training that makes it comfortable to apply certain indica-
tors; other participants may mistrust certain information sources because is 
conflicts with their pre-given worldviews; others again may learn new knowl-
edge by entering communities or shifting positions.

• Policy factors and other contextual factors include the types of policies 
and tasks that are undertaken (e.g. in terms of what type and complexity of 
knowledge they require for their management), and the institutional frame-
works in which the policy making and indicator use is embedded. Institution-
al frameworks consist of formal and informal structures, rules and procedures 
that govern the processes, and such rules may require, or disallow, certain 
types of information to play a role in certain situations. For example, there 
may be legal requirements to apply a certain indicator to benchmark against 
targets in a policy review and generally in policy monitoring and evaluation 
such as on the EU's regulatory Impact Assessment procedure, whereas there 
may also be informal codes of conduct that delegitimize this information in 
favour of other criteria in another step in the process. Differences in adminis-
trative cultures among policy sectors or between institutional arrangements in 
different countries could be important factors here.

In addition to and based on different uses, indicators can play different roles in 
policy processes. The typology of instrumental, conceptual and political roles can 
be outlined based on the literature (Gudmundsson et al., 2009). Instrumental role 
involves applying indicator-based knowledge in specific, direct ways. In an ideal 
case, policy-makers would aim at clearly established policy goals and would react to 
timely published indicators, adjusting policies according to the information provided 
by the indicators. Conceptual role involves using indicators for general enlighten-
ment and learning; results influence actions but more indirectly and less specifically 
than in instrumental use. The indicators (or operational indicator frameworks) may 
thereby affect decision-makers’ problem definitions, and provide new perspectives 
and insights; they may include insights in the need for and types of solutions (such 
as in which area they are most needed). Political role involves the use of indicators 
to legitimate and sustain predetermined positions. Indicators serving to justify deci-
sions already taken or to improve someone’s relative position in a policy processes or 
systems compared to ‘opponents’. In some cases indicators can have a distortive role. 
In these cases indicator is confusing or derailing policy process because of wrong, 
insufficient or biased information, or because of induced strategic behaviour, gaming 
etc. Yet another role relates to the process of indicator production where conceptu-
alisation or instrumental representation contributes to policy making, and vice versa. 
The above roles thus overlap and no firm divides exist.

More detailed theoretically oriented discussion about the concept of use and re-
lated concepts can be found in Gudmundsson et al. (2009). Here, these questions are 
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studied empirically by using document analysis and interviews of key actors and 
stakeholders as the key research methods. Document analysis is used to sketch an 
overall picture on what indicators are used and how they are used. Interviews of key 
actors are used to investigate factors that affect the use or non-use. Besides, we study 
how interviewees see the needs for and possibilities to enhance the use of indicators 
and to overcome the barriers in it, and how the interviewees understand the concept 
of use. Both methods are well-established in social sciences. Thus, we will not discuss 
their strengths and weaknesses here in detail (see e.g. Burnham et al. 2004).

The document analysis aims to present the history and the current situation of 
the use of sustainable development indicators in case countries and in the EU. Spe-
cial focus is on the use of indicators in assessing the implementation of national SD 
strategies. The document analysis is based on available documents both in national 
languages and in English. The main sources of information are the indicator-based 
assessment reports. More detailed description of the materials used can be found in 
the sections presenting the results.

The interviews of practitioners, civil servants (mainly regulators) and other ex-
pected end-users are aimed to clarify actor perceptions of the use and influence of 
indicators, and to deepen the insights and answer questions gained by the document 
analysis. National level interviews were conducted as semi-structured theme inter-
views with three main themes, including 1) use of indicators; 2) actual and potential 
effects of using indicators; and 3) possibilities to enhance the use, and barriers of use 
(see Appendix 1). EU-level interviews followed the same logic, except that the ques-
tions concerning the use and the effects of indicators were combined into one theme. 
Adjusted sets of detailed questions were used in different cases and the questions 
were also tailored according to whether the interviewee represented indicator users 
or indicator practitioners. A group interview was arranged in Finland in order to test 
and develop the initial interview themes. In addition, the Slovak case study includes 
a mini-questionnaire targeted to the indicator producers and users. More detailed 
description of the interviews can be found from the sections presenting the results.

The first part of the report includes investigation of how indicators are used to 
monitor the EU's sustainable development strategy. The second part briefly presents 
an overview of the current status and processes of national level SD strategies and 
SD indicators in three case countries: Finland, Malta and Slovakia. The key results 
from the document analyses and from interviews are presented. Finally, the barriers 
to use and potential ways to improve the influence of indicators are summarized 
and discussed based on the cases presented, reflecting also views from literature and 
insights from other studies, of the POINT-project in particular.



11The Finnish Environment  4 | 2011

2    Sustainable development indicators 
at EU level

2.1 
Indicators and sustainable development 
strategies: A cross-national overview
 
Author: Jari Lyytimäki

A national sustainable development strategy (SDS) can be defined as a coordinated, 
participatory and iterative process of thoughts and actions to achieve economic, en-
vironmental and social sustainability objectives in a balanced and integrative manner 
(UNDESA, 2002). The essence of a national SDS is to integrate governmental and 
multi-actor decision making in economic, social and ecological spheres and to con-
sider longer term implications of all policies (Stevens, 2007). SDSs should not be seen 
as monolithic master plans but continuously developing processes that offer a par-
ticipatory system to develop visions, goals and targets for sustainable development, 
and to coordinate and assess the implementation (Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 2002).

The origins of SD strategies go back to Agenda 21 that was adopted at the Rio 
world summit in 1992 (UNDESA 2005). Agenda 21 was probably the first document 
that specified what national SD strategies should include. According to Agenda 21 
(Chapter 8.7) the purpose of a national SD strategy is to ensure socially responsible 
economic development while protecting the resource base and the environment for 
the benefit of future generations. The integrative and holistic nature of SD strategies 
is also emphasized: SD strategy should build upon and harmonize the various sector-
based economic, social, and environmental policies and plans that are operating in 
the country.

Agenda 21 was also the first widely accepted document that called on all countries 
to develop such a strategy. A participatory approach and engagement with a broad 
variety of stakeholders is emphasized in Agenda 21. However, only a few countries 
(among them the UK, Finland and Ireland) developed a SD strategy during the 1990s. 
In June 1997, the so-called Rio +5 summit of the United Nations agreed that the for-
mulation of SD strategies should be completed in all countries by the year 2002. In 
2002, the UN World Summit for Sustainable Development (WSSD) recommended 
again countries to immediately formulate national SD strategies and also to begin 
their implementation by 2005.

Altogether 106 countries have reported to the UN Commission on Sustainable 
Development that they are implementing national SDSs (UNDESA, 2010). Accord-
ing to UNDESA (2010), four broad types of SDS can be distinguished. First, many 
countries have initiated completely new strategy processes to develop their national 
strategies. This type of SDS is typically found in countries that previously had not 
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prepared comprehensive socio-economic strategies or that found their existing strat-
egy processes as being not suitable to the incorporation of sustainable development 
principles. Second, many low-income countries have integrated sustainable devel-
opment considerations in their poverty reduction strategies. Third, countries with 
existing processes for comprehensive development strategies often choose to further 
develop these strategies in order to incorporate sustainable development principles. 
Fourth, some countries concentrate on strategies that focus on the environmental and 
natural resource dimension of sustainable development. Finland and Malta belong 
to the first category, although the SDS of Malta is not yet officially endorsed by the 
government. The SDS process of Slovakia fits best to the fourth category. Besides 
the national level, there exist regional commitments to produce and implement SD 
strategies, for example in the European Union (see below) and in the Nordic Coun-
tries (Nordic Council of Ministers, 2009). These cross-national initiatives are typically 
completely new strategy processes.

Mechanisms for monitoring, evaluation and feedback are key features of a SDS 
at both national and supra-national level. Indicators are considered as key tools to 
monitor and evaluate the SD strategies (Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 2002; UNDESA, 
2002). Indicators can be quantitative or qualitative and they should give credible and 
reliable information on changing environmental, social and economic conditions, 
pressures and responses in relation to strategy objectives. The indicators chosen for 
the assessment need to identify trends, detect change, track progress and, if possible, 
anticipate future development. 

There exists a wide agreement on the general level guiding principles for assess-
ing progress toward sustainability. Commonly used rules-of-thumb include CREAM 
(Clear, Relevant, Economic, Adequate, Monitorable) or SMART (Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable and Attributable, Relevant, Timely). The BellagioSTAMP (SusTainability 
Assessment and Measurement Principles) is a comprehensive set of guiding princi-
ples used to measure and assess progress towards sustainability (IISD, 2009; Table 1.). 
However, the implementation of these principles remains a challenging task as shown 
by the analysis below. Furthermore, these principles and guidelines are primarily 
focused on the production process of the indicators and pay only limited attention 
to the questions of actual use, influence and impact of indicators.
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Table 1. The BellagioSTAMP principles (IISD, 2009).

1.  Guiding Vision. Assessing progress towards sustainable development is guided by the goal 
to deliver well-being within the capacity of the biosphere to sustain it for future generations.

2. Essential Considerations. Sustainability Assessments consider:
  -  The underlying social, economic and environmental system as a whole and the interactions 

among its components
  - The adequacy of governance mechanisms 
  - Dynamics of current trends and drivers of change and their interactions 
  - Risks, uncertainties, and activities that can have an impact across boundaries 
  - Implications for decision making, including trade-offs and synergies

3.  Adequate Scope. Sustainability Assessments adopt:
  -  Appropriate time horizon to capture both short and long-term effects of current policy  

decisions and human activities
  - Appropriate geographical scope ranging from local to global

4.  Framework and Indicators. Sustainability Assessments are based on:
  - A conceptual framework that identifies the domains that core indicators have to cover 
  - The most recent and reliable data, projections and models to infer trends and build scenarios 
  - Standardized measurement methods, wherever possible, in the interest of comparability 
  - Comparison of indicator values with targets and benchmarks, where possible

5.  Transparency. The assessment of progress towards sustainable development:
  - Ensures the data, indicators and results of the assessment are accessible to the public 
  -  Explains the choices, assumptions and uncertainties determining the results of the  

assessment
  - Discloses data sources and methods 
  - Discloses all sources of funding and potential conflicts of interest

6.  Effective Communication. In the interest of effective communication, to attract the 
broadest possible audience and to minimize the risk of misuse, Sustainability Assessments:

  - Use clear and plain language 
  - Present information in a fair and objective way, that helps to build trust 
  - Use innovative visual tools and graphics to aid interpretation and tell a story 
  - Make data available in as much detail as reliable and practical

7.  Broad Participation. To strengthen their legitimacy and relevance, sustainability 
assessments should:

  - Find appropriate ways to reflect the views of the public, while providing active leadership 
  - Engage early on with users of the assessment so that it best fits their needs

8.  Continuity and Capacity. Assessments of progress towards sustainable development 
require:

  - Repeated measurement 
  - Responsiveness to change 
  - Investment to develop and maintain adequate capacity 
  - Continuous learning and improvement
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2.2 
Sustainable development strategies and 
indicators in the European Union
 
Authors: Janne Rinne, Jari Lyytimäki, Petrus Kautto

 

2.2.1 
Background and history of sustainable development 
indicators and strategies in the EU

Sustainable development as an explicit policy has a relatively long history in the Euro-
pean Union. EU was one of the first international institutions that took sustainability 
issues into its agenda. Sustainable development was introduced as an official objective 
of the European Community in the Single European Act (1987). The related require-
ment for environmental considerations to be integrated into all Community policies 
was added in the 1992 to the Treaty on European Union (Maastricht Treaty) and SD 
was reiterated as an objective of the EU level policies by the Treaty of Amsterdam in 
1997. The Cardiff European Council in June 1998 asked Council formations to report 
on their progress towards integration of environmental concerns into sector policies. 
This included a requirement to produce indicators to monitor progress.

The Helsinki European Council meeting in December 1999 put forward a rec-
ommendation to the European Commission to prepare a proposal for a long-term 
strategy on sustainable development. At the Gothenburg Summit in June 2001 the 
first EU sustainable development strategy was launched. The strategy was based on 
a proposal from the European Commission (CEC, 2001) and it was complemented by 
an external dimension in 2002 by the European Council in Barcelona (CEC, 2002). The 
external dimension was added in order to address the topics of the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development in Johannesburg in 2002. Together, these two documents 
represent the first EU SD strategy.1

The Gothenburg Summit also reiterated the call of the United Nations for countries 
to draw up their own national sustainable development strategies. Consequently, 
most EU Member States adopted their national SD strategy prior to the UN Johan-
nesburg Summit in 2002. However, within the EU it is still not compulsory for member 
states to have a national SD strategy.

The EU SDS added a third, environmental dimension to the EU Lisbon Strategy of 
economic and social renewal. The EU SDS proposed objectives and policy measures to 
tackle the key unsustainable trends and called for a new approach to policy-making 
that ensures the EU's economic, social and environmental policies are not conflicting 
with each other. The key instrument introduced was the obligation for the Commis-
sion to submit each new major policy proposal to an Impact Assessment.

In December 2005 the Commission presented a proposal for a reviewed strategy 
(CEC 2005b). The Commission's proposal built on the 2001 strategy and aimed to 
include new challenges and to take account of progress made and tackle the short-
comings of the previous strategy. The result was a renewed strategy approved by the 
European Council meeting of June 2006 (CEC, 2006). It includes a commitment for 
the Commission to submit a progress report on implementation of SD strategies in 
EU and member states every two years.

1  For an overall introduction to EU SD strategy and current activities, 
    see http://ec.europa.eu/sustainable/
    http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/. 
    For an introduction to SD indicators see also 
    http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/sdi/indicators.
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Monitoring and reviewing of the actions presented in the EU SD strategy have 
been emphasized as key actions. The 2006 Strategy specifically stated that it will be 
comprehensively reviewed at the start of each Commission’s term of office.

Originally, the Spring Council of EU Heads of Government was supposed to un-
dertake annual progress reports, but this process has not been fully operational 
(Dalal-Clayton and Bass, 2007). The first spring synthesis review after Gothenburg 
Summit was published in January 2002 in advance of the Barcelona Council meet-
ing. At this time the Commission was still working on a new set of SD indicators and 
the synthesis was broadly criticised for inadequately integrating the environmental 
dimension. In practice, the Barcelona Council paid little attention to sustainable de-
velopment (Dalal-Clayton, 2004).

Because of the interest towards monitoring the SD strategy and difficulties encoun-
tered, a streamlined reporting system focusing on reviewing short- and medium-term 
action and results towards the strategy’s objectives was initiated. The idea was that 
monitoring would be heavily based on SD indicators, drawing on the various indica-
tors already developed.

In February 2005 the European Commission issued a Communication that was 
partly based on an earlier public consultation on the SD strategy (CEC 2005a). The 
communication provided also an initial assessment of the development since 2001 
and outlined possible future orientations and a set of guiding principles for sustain-
able development.

In 2005, the Commission presented a list of indicators aimed for monitoring the 
implementation of the EU SD strategy (CEC, 2005c). The document reports a list 
of indicators that have been selected only for the purpose of evaluating the EU SD 
strategy. These indicators include 12 headline indicators, 45 core policy indicators 
and 98 analytical indicators. It should be noted that these indicators are not a priori 
suited to serve national purposes.

The EU SDS requires the Commission to develop indicators at the appropriate 
level of details to monitor progress with regard to each particular challenge. In order 
to monitor the implementation of the strategy and to develop suitable indicators, 
a special Eurostat task force was founded later in 2002. A first set of indicators was 
adopted by the Commission in 2005 and further reviewed in 2007 in order to adjust 
to the SDS. An indicator based monitoring report is to be published by Eurostat every 
two years. The first monitoring report based on sustainable development indicators 
was published by Eurostat already in 2005 (Eurostat, 2005). The task force was later 
transformed into a working group in 2005 and it produced a final set of indicators 
published in the 2007 (Eurostat, 2007a). 

The first progress report by the Commission was issued on 22 October 2007 (CEC, 
2007). It was based on several information sources, among them the national reports 
on implementing the EU SDS and the second Eurostat monitoring report from 2007 
(Eurostat 2007a).

In July 2009 the European Commission published a communication on main-
streaming sustainable development into EU policies (CEC 2009). This second progress 
report on the EU SDS highlighted that in recent years the EU has mainstreamed sus-
tainable development into a broad range of its policies. The communication states 
that, in particular, the EU has taken the lead in the fight against climate change but at 
the same time, unsustainable trends persist in many areas and the efforts need to be 
intensified. This communication was complemented by Eurostat's third monitoring 
report on sustainable development which was published on November 29, 2009 in 
electronic format and later in printed format (Eurostat, 2009). The electronic report 
is used as a material here.

All three monitoring reports by Eurostat follow the same approach: based on the 
analysis of more than 100 indicators they analyse the progress made towards the 
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objectives and targets set in the SD strategies. Their main aim is to provide a quantita-
tive analysis of trends in the different sustainable development themes. The emphasis 
is on visualisation of trends (graphs and figures) rather than tables of data or texts 
explaining the development. The assessments state that their aim is to inform general 
public and decision-makers about achievements in attaining the commonly agreed 
objectives of sustainable development.

The reports are based on the framework of ten themes, reflecting the seven key 
challenges of the EU SD strategy, as well as the objective of economic prosperity, and 
guiding principles related to good governance (Table 2). The themes follow general 
dimensions of sustainable development including economic, social, environmental 
and institutional aspects. They are further divided into sub-themes and “areas to be 
addressed” to organise the set in a way that reflects the operational objectives and ac-
tions of the sustainable development strategy. The indicators are organised according 
the hierarchical theme framework. Distinction between the three levels of indicators 
reflects the structure of the SD strategy (overall objectives, operational objectives, 
actions). Different levels of indicators aim also to respond to different user needs. 
Level I headline (key) indicators are considered to have the highest communication 
value. The three levels are complemented with contextual indicators, which provide 
background information but which do not monitor directly the strategy’s objectives.

The first report, published in December 2005, aimed to be the first step in the assess-
ment of progress towards the objectives of the EU strategy. The 2005 report identified 
155 indicators specifically geared towards monitoring the EU SD strategy (Eurostat, 
2005). However, 34 indicators were not yet feasible because of data limitations and 
11 other indicators were replaced by proxy indicators serving as indirect measures 
or signs. The hierarchical framework is based on three levels of indicators. Level I 
consists of 12 headline indicators describing main themes. Level II corresponds to 
the sub-themes (45 core policy indicators) and level II corresponds to the areas to be 
addressed (98 analytical indicators). 

After the 2006 renewal of the EU SD strategy, the list of indicators was revised. 
The total number of indicators was reduced to 122, plus 11 contextual indicators. 
Indicators included 11 headline indicators, 33 level-II indicators and 78 level- II 
indicators (Eurostat, 2007a). The 2009 assessment presented data on over 100 indica-
tors, including 11 headline indicators, 28 level-II indicators and 66 level II indicators 
(Eurostat, 2009).
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Theme Subtheme

Economic prosperity Economic development
Innovation, competitiveness and eco-efficiency
Employment

Social inclusion Monetary poverty and living conditions
Access to labour market 
Education

Demographic changes Demography
Old-age income adequacy 
Public finance sustainability

Public health Health and health inequalities 
Determinants of health

Climate change and energy Climate change
Energy

Sustainable consumption and  
production 

Resource use and waste 
Consumption patterns
Production patterns

Natural resources Biodiversity 
Freshwater resources 
Marine ecosystems 
Land use

Sustainable Transport Transport growth
Transport prices
Social and environmental impacts of transport

Good governance Policy coherence and effectiveness 
Openness and participation 
Economic instruments

Global partnership Globalisation of trade 
Financing for sustainable development
Global resource management

Table 2. Main themes and subthemes of SD indicators in EU (Eurostat, 2007a).

2.2.2 
The use of indicators in EU sustainable 
development strategy assessments

As part of the document analysis, the indicators included in the monitoring reports of 
the EU sustainable development strategy were examined. The main focus was on the 
visual appearance of indicators, including the inclusion of target values or scenarios; 
temporal and spatial focus; and timeliness of the indicators. Timeliness is calculated 
from the variables presented in the indicators. In most cases, the interpretation of 
the temporal focus is straightforward. However, in some cases defining the temporal 
focus is open to different interpretations because of the use of multiple variables with 
different time frames or unclear visual presentation. In most cases the different time 
frames are related to the limited data availability from some EU-countries. Informa-
tion on all variables was collected. The analysis of reports from 2005, 2007 and 2009 
is based on the earliest and the latest data points presented for the indicator. In some 
cases, the most recent or earliest years are excluded from the data because they are 
not comparable to the earlier data, or do not focus on the issue that the indicator 
aims to describe. Indicators with missing years in the middle of the data series are 
included in the analysis.
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In the 2005 review, a target value was presented for 18 indicators and a forecast 
or projection of the near future development for three indicators. Forecasts were re-
lated to the indicators describing growth rate of GDP and old-age dependency and 
replacement ratios. Target values were presented for indicators describing: lifelong 
learning, R&D expenditure, employment rate (2 indicators), early school-leavers, 
fertility rate, government debt, greenhouse gas emissions, renewable energy, trans-
port biofuels, emissions of acidifying substances and ozone precursors, municipal 
waste treatment, car share of inland passenger transport, road share of inland freight 
transport, people killed in road accidents, transposition of Community law, official 
development assistance.

The 2007 review presented a target value for 16 indicators and a forecast or pro-
jection of the future development was presented for five indicators. Forecasts were 
related to: the growth rate of real GDP, gross investment, old-age dependency ra-
tio, healthy life-years and life expectancy, projections of greenhouse gas emissions. 
Target values were presented for the following indicators: Total R&D expenditure, 
employment rate (3 indicators), early school-leavers, life-long learning, total fertility 
rate, general government consolidated gross debt, average exit age from the labour 
market, total greenhouse gas emissions, consumption of renewables, electricity gen-
eration from renewable sources, combined heat and power generation, people killed 
in road accidents, average CO2 emissions per km from new passenger cars, official 
development assistance (ODA). 

The main spatial focus of the indicators was on aggregated European level. Graphs 
typically presented the aggregated temporal development in EU-countries, with 
varying numbers of countries included. Long-term data series from all current EU-
countries were often missing and the longest time series described the EU 15 coun-
tries. Additional information from shorter period was presented from a larger group 
of countries. Altogether 26 indicators in the 2005 report presented data only from EU 
15 countries. In the 2007 report the number was 24 indicators. It should be noted that 
several of the other indicators include additional information from only some of the 
other EU-countries or from a limited time period.

Indicators presented in the 2005 review (released in December 2005) have the 
average time series of about ten (10.3) years starting from the year 1993 and ending 
around 2003. On average, the time lag between the most recent data and the year of 
publication is over two years. The most up-to-date data is presented by an indicator 
describing the level of citizen’s confidence in EU institutions. This indicator uses 
data from an opinion poll. Another timely indicator is the electricity consumption 
by households. The data on GDP and electricity prices are from year 2005. However, 
the latest data describing electricity consumption are from 2003 and it is stated that 
data from 2002 and 2003 are provisional. Indicator describing cancer incidence rate 
had the longest time lag (seven years). Following indicators had the time lag of over 
five years: Suicide death rate, population suffering from noise and from pollution, 
nitrogen surplus, groundwater abstraction as percentage of available groundwater 
resources. 

Indicators presented in the 2007 review (released in October 2007) have the aver-
age time series of over thirteen (13.4) years, starting from the year 1992 and ending 
around 2005. On average, the time lag between the most recent data and the year of 
publication is over two years (Figure 1), almost exactly the same as in the 2005 report. 
Because of the earlier publication date of the 2007 report, the indicators can be con-
sidered slightly more up-to-date than the indicators published in at the end of 2005. 
The most up-to-date data is presented by an indicator describing the real effective 
exchange rate. Indicator describing gross household saving had the longest time lag 
(seven years). The indicator describing at-persistent-risk-of poverty rate had the time 
lag of six years. Following indicators had the time lag of five years: life expectancy 



19The Finnish Environment  4 | 2011

at age 65 by gender, healthy life-years and life expectancy at birth, healthy life-years 
and life expectancy at age 65.

Indicators presented in the 2009 assessment had an average time series of over 
thirteen years (13.5), starting around the year 1994 and ending in 2007. The timeli-
ness of indicators was slightly improved from previous reports but was still over 
two (2.1) years. The most up-to-date data was found from the indicator describing 
voter turnout. The indicator describing change in land cover included the longest 
time lag (nine years). Only four other indicators had a time lag of four years or more: 
deadwood on forest land, domestic material consumption, resource productivity and 
subsidies for EU agriculture. Six indicators included a forecast or projection of future 
development and 18 indicators presented a target value.

Indicators typically presented the aggregated temporal development in selected 
EU-countries. Long-term data series from all current EU-countries were often missing 
and the longest time series were typically from EU 15 countries. Additional infor-
mation typically describing a snapshot illustrating the situation in a single year was 
presented from a larger group of countries. Altogether 26 indicators in the 2005 report 
presented data only from 15 or less EU countries. In the 2007 report, the number of 
such indicators was 24 and in 2009 the number was 23.

The results from this analysis are in line with the initial results gathered by the 
DECOIN project from the Eurostat sustainable development indicator database (Veh-
mas et al., 2007). The DECOIN project analyzed the publicly available SDI dataset as 
the situation was in September 2007 at the Eurostat webpage on sustainable devel-
opment indicators. They found that about a quarter of the indicators had a time lag 
of one year, 30% two years, 18% four years and 27% five years or more. They also 
found that the timeliness of the SDI data varies a lot between different indicators, 
between different indicator themes and between individual indicators inside one 
theme. The most timely data were found for the headline indicators of theme 1 (eco-
nomic development) and theme 9 (good governance) but for some themes the data 
are rather old even for the headline indicator. Typical examples were theme 3 (ageing 
society, newest data from 2000 although there is a forecast), theme 6 (production and 
consumption patterns; newest data from 2001); theme 4 (public health; newest data 
from 2003) and theme 7 (management of natural resources, newest data for the first 
headline indicator was from 2003). For a large number of indicators, including several 
headline indicators, the length of time series data was found to be very short and a 
lot of data for especially the new 10 member states were lacking.
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Figure 1. The timeliness of the indicators presented in EU monitoring reports of the 
sustainable development strategies. Time lag is calculated based on the difference 
between the latest year presented in indicators and the publication year of the report.
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2.2.3 
The use of indicators at EU level: Interviews

In addition to document analysis, the use of EU sustainable development indicators 
(EU SDIs) was studied based on interviews of users and developers of indicators. 
Seven semi-structured interviews were conducted between January 26th and March 
15th 2010. Six of them were conducted as phone interviews and one in person. The 
interviews composed of two themes: 1) The use of EU SDIs and the effects of use 
and 2) Possibilities to enhance the use and barriers of use. The interview themes are 
presented in more detail in Appendix 1.

The interviewees represented Eurostat, the Directorates-General of the European 
Commission (hereafter referred as "DGs"), the Secretariat-General of the European 
Commission and the Eurostat Working Group on the Sustainable Development Indi-
cators2. Interviewees represented both high-level civil servants and highly qualified 
practitioners and users of indicators. The occupations of interviewees were director 
of DG, policy officer, socio-economic analyst, policy co-ordinator, head of section, 
statistical officer and former member of Eurostat Working Group on SDIs. 

All of the interviewees had in their current or previous position used or developed 
EU SDIs. The practitioners in Eurostat and in the Working Group on Sustainable 
Development Indicators were chosen to represent the views of people developing 
indicators. Representatives of the DGs and the Secretariat-General of the Commission 
were interviewed as users of indicators. Some of the users had taken part in indica-
tor development at some stage, which is why the division between developers and 
users is not clear-cut. At the end of each interview it was asked from the interviewee 
if he/she could recommend experienced indicator developers or users. Some of the 
interviewees were chosen on the basis of the suggestions.

Interviewees were asked to present their personal views and they were given the 
possibility to present their opinions anonymously. All interviews were recorded. 
The key results of the interviews are presented below focusing on the views on the 
actual use of EU SDIs and influences of use, possibilities to enhance the use and the 
barriers of use. 

The key result regarding the current use of the EU SDIs is that the previous prac-
tices of indicator development and institutionalized reporting mechanisms largely 
determine the instrumental use of indicators today. According to the interviewees 
the EU SDIs are most commonly used in the European Commission. The use of EU 
SDIs in the Commission progress reports was commonly recognized. This was con-
sidered to be a rather successful and well organized use of indicators. Other type of 
important use recognized was related to the link between the indicator set and the 
EU SD strategy. According to some of the interviewees, EU SDIs had a role in the 
revision of EU SDS, as the conceptual framework of SDIs was fed into the revision 
of the strategy. The renewed strategy was launched in 2006. The direct instrumental 
use EU SDIs however appears to be confined inside the "indicator industry" (Rydin 
et al., 2003). In practice, this means the use of indicators is largely around the trian-
gle of EU sustainable development strategy, progress reports by the Commission 
and indicator-based assessments by the Eurostat. Judged from the interviews, other 
instrumental use is very scarce.

2   Eurostat is the statistical office of the European Union and it supplies the EU SDIs. The Directorates-
General (DGs) are the departments of the European Commission focusing on specific policy areas. 
Professionals from the DG for the Environment and the DG for Employment, Social Affairs and Equal 
Opportunities were interviewed in this study. The Secretariat-General supports the day to day work 
of the Commission and ensures the overall coherence of the Commission's work. One of its tasks is 
to follow and report the progress regarding the EU SD strategy. The Eurostat Working Group on the 
Sustainable Development Indicators was introduced in previous section.
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Ideally, SDIs should be used as an evidence base for policy making (cf. Turnpenny 
et al., 2009), but the opinions concerning the instrumental use of SDIs in the policy-
making were divided. Some interviewees saw EU SDIs as key instruments for the evi-
dence based policy-making whereas others were very sceptical about their usefulness. 
The notion of conceptual use emphasized indirect and long-term effects of indicators 
as tools that enhance learning (see Gudmundsson et al., 2009). Because of the indirect 
nature of such effects, the conceptual use remains easily unnoticed. Based on the in-
terviews, conceptual use of EU SDIs is likely to take place to some degree as the issues 
of sustainable development are discussed in and between different institutions like 
DGs, Secretariat General of the European Commission, European Council, Eurostat 
Working Group and other forums. As one interviewee noted, indicators can have: 

"…kind of secondary influence: it's cross-cutting, several DGs came together to talk about 
things that had been dealt with separately. The whole thing of looking economic, environmental 
and social separately has somehow started to change."

However, it remains troublesome to identify and specify this kind of conceptual 
use of indicators. In most cases it is difficult to name the single source of information 
(or a set of specific sources) that has had an impact on a political initiative. It is even 
more difficult to specify which information has contributed to learning among dif-
ferent stakeholders and other actors, and how much. Furthermore, the question may 
be mainly about the combined effect of several contributing factors and therefore it is 
nearly impossible to identify these indirect influences of EU SDIs as such. 

The interviewees thought that EU SDIs have contributed to accumulation of the 
information on sustainable development on a general level. It was acknowledged that 
the single indicator set is only one of the information sources among many others. 
Sustainable development and other issues related to it, such as climate change, have 
increasingly caught the attention of the media. Based on experience of the interview-
ees, EU SDIs as such have hardly hit the headlines in the media. 

The majority of the identified barriers and possibilities to enhance the use of indica-
tors related to issues of communication with public at large, not to the institutional-
ized monitoring of the strategy. The non-use of SDIs by the policymakers, public and 
media was raised up by several interviewees. 

The interviewees were asked if somebody is benefitting from the non-use of SDIs. 
They thought that it is possible that someone benefits if unfavourable development 
is not raised to media or political discussion by EU SDIs. However, none of the inter-
viewees gave examples of cases where an interest group would have tried intention-
ally to deter the use of SDIs for this purpose. One of the interviewees answered that 
the problem would rather be the selective use of SDIs to drive some specific agenda. 
EU SDIs are many and it is possible to pick only those indicators showing favourable 
development in a certain sector or activity. However, the interviewees did not mention 
concrete cases of such misuse which may indicate the sensitiveness of the topic. It 
must also be considered that "favourable development" may be either improvement or 
deterioration of the environment, depending on what message is deemed favourable 
in each situation by those giving it; sometimes "bad news is good news" as it serves 
as justification of additional efforts (tactical use).

The setting up and revision of the EU SDS and development of the SDIs have been 
simultaneous and interactive processes (see above). Based on the interviews, SDIs 
have a double role with respect to the EU SDS. First, SDIs are used as one information 
source to monitor the progress of the sustainable development strategy:
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"I think the successful use is that they go into the progress report of the Secretariat General 
that goes to The Council. That's an organized use of these indicators and they are there every 
second year and they have certain visibility."

This is systematic instrumental use of SDIs. In 2007 EU SDIs were used as a key 
source of information for the progress report on sustainable development strategy 
prepared by the Secretariat-General. In 2009 the progress report was published first 
and later complemented by the indicator report. Preliminary data of EU SDIs was 
available for preparation of the progress report.

Second, some of the interviewees told SDIs have been used in setting up of the EU 
SDS. According to indicator developers, the first EU SDI set contributed to revision 
of EU SDS in 2006. The first set of EU SDIs was published by Eurostat in 2005. The 
renewed EU SDS was launched in 2006. According to a developer, the conceptual 
framework of how to illustrate sustainable development came along into the strat-
egy through an iterative process. In the revision of the strategy, the indicators have 
been used in setting the framework to outline which are the topics of sustainable 
development: 

"As Eurostat had already the first set of indicators they could bring in that knowledge and 
information about where the problems are, what is sustainable development, and what is 
transport under sustainable development, how you should measure it in a sustainable deve-
lopment way."

Two of the interviewees considered that SDIs have been used to set priorities in the 
strategy. It was mentioned that when the strategy is being drafted, Eurostat is asked 
if the objectives can be measured or evaluated. The policymakers can slightly adapt 
their policy in order to be relevant for the evaluation as well.

One of the users considered indicators as key instruments for policy-making and 
especially in preparing political initiatives. However, it was not explicit whether 
this interviewee referred to EU SDI set as a whole, to single EU SD indicators or to 
indicators in general:

"Mainly these indicators are used as a base for policy proposals. In other words, by using in-
dicators the aim is to assess where the problems are and what are the necessary measures to be 
taken. --- It affects the setting of the priorities… in other words, which are the key areas where 
the policies are directed to at a given moment. And the actual situation, which is measured by 
indicators, is the starting point."

Judged from the interviews the EU SDIs are used to some extent by the DGs in their 
own policy areas. The exact ways of use of indicators and how much they are used 
cannot be concluded from the interviews. It was recognized that many other indica-
tors and statistics are also used by the DGs. One interviewee told that EU SDIs are 
used in preparing briefings, speeches and policy documents. One of the interviewees 
thought that the EU SDIs are not commonly used in the European Parliament. Other 
interviews did not give indication of the use of EU SDIs by European Parliament.

Some of the interviewees were critical about the use of SDIs in formulating policies. 
According to them the officers and policymakers have many sources of information 
which are more detailed and up-to-date than SDIs. EU SDIs form only a part of the 
evidence base for the policymaking, and not always the most feasible one. However, 
even in these cases there may be a role for EU SDIs as providers of relevant informa-
tion that is related to but not part of the core areas of the interest: 
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"So I would say that in the fields which are our main topic we usually have more data than 
the SDIs provide us."

2.2.4 
Barriers of use and influence of EU sustainable  
development indicators 

Interviewees identified several key barriers of the use of EU SDIs. Only some of the 
barriers mentioned were related to the monitoring of the strategy. Instead, it appeared 
that the majority of the barriers related to the lack of attention by the wider audiences. 

One of the main barriers that could be derived from the interviews is that EU SDIs 
do not give a clear message about whether the development is sustainable in Europe 
or not. Majority of the interviewees thought that there are too many indicators in 
the set. The problem is not just the number of the indicators. Indicators in certain 
theme can be incongruent with each other, which makes it hard for the user to reach 
a conclusion about the development. Based on the interviews it is a huge challenge 
for the indicator set to fulfil its double role. On one hand the SDI set should be able to 
monitor a wide array of issues included in the strategy. On the other hand it should 
provide clear, hard-hitting message for the policy-makers, media and citizens. Judged 
from the interviews it appears that the current set has been much more successful in 
the former role, as there is little evidence of the success from the latter:

"I have never seen in any European daily that the sustainability indicators of EU tell this and 
that. It's not happening."

A number of other things were also mentioned that inhibit the use of EU SDIs. The 
problem of timeliness was mentioned by several interviewees. This issue is discussed 
above (chapter 2.2.2), especially in the context of using SDIs in policy-making. Some 
technical barriers for the SDI use were emphasized. It was mentioned that some of 
them are too technical and not easy to understand. According to one interviewee, the 
EU SDIs are sometimes considered to be a bit technical and not in line with what EU 
citizens and politicians could understand quickly. Another interviewee said that there 
is complexity in many indicators. Decoupling figures were given as an example of an 
indicator which gives a misleading message. Another interviewee told that sometimes 
there are problems in interpreting SDIs. 

Another key barrier for the use is the lack of measurable targets in the EU SDS 
itself. Three respondents emphasized this. EU SDIs, which are used as a monitoring 
tool, would be more useful if there were more measurable targets in the strategy. If the 
objectives of the strategy are not clear, it is difficult to develop indicators that would 
describe the development in relation to these objectives:

"SDIs may highlight some difficulties when we have clear targets. However, the SDS itself 
is not very precise in targets."

One possible reason for the non-use of indicators can be that all target groups have 
not been involved in the indicator development process. One interviewee stated that 
not all the potential users of EU SDIs were directly involved in the indicator devel-
opment. Previous studies have shown that involvement of the end users in the SDI 
development enhances their use (Rosenström and Kyllönen, 2007). The interviews 
did however not give clear examples or indications of citizens, NGOs, media or 
representatives of the European Parliament actively participating in the indicator 
development.
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"I think it [identification of the target group] was not so much structured. It was always in 
the air and people wanted to know who would be the users, but it was not so much organized 
within the process. Not so much embedded in the process."

It appears that many of the institutions that currently use the EU SDIs are in-
volved in the development of these indicators. In some cases it was difficult to decide 
whether an interviewee should be considered as a user or a developer, as the two roles 
overlapped. The EU SDIs have not caught the attention of many groups that are not 
involved in the EU SDI production. Our observations support the assumption that 
the participation in the indicator development enhances the use of indicators. The 
interview questions did not include whether the citizens, media, NGOs, or other ac-
tors should participate more in indicator development. However, as one interviewee 
stated, the question of the target group is vital for the success of communication:

"Indicators are a communication instrument. Communication needs a target audience."

 

2.2.5 
Summary: Possibilities to enhance the use and impact 
of EU sustainable development indicators

The interviewees gave a number of suggestions for how to enhance the use and 
impact of SDIs. Both technical and communication improvements were suggested. 
The majority of the proposed ways to enhance the use related to some other use than 
the monitoring of the strategy. The interviewees expected that – in addition to their 
primary use in monitoring SDS – EU SDIs should have broader role and better vis-
ibility in media and among citizens and policy-makers. 

The most common suggestion to enhance the use of SDIs by these target groups 
was to provide a clearer message whether Europe is on a sustainable track or not. 
Mentioned ways to achieve this were to have a smaller set of indicators, to have a 
new shortlist of indicators and to improve the storytelling of the SDIs.

There were many suggestions dealing with more technical improvements of the 
indicators. These suggestions are based on the assumption that the SDI set, or the 
single indicators, are not used due to the technical limitations of the indicators. The 
technical improvements mentioned were better timeliness, innovative data sources 
and visual attractiveness and comprehensibility of indicators.

Indicator set with clear messages
Many interviewees thought that the large number of indicators is inhibiting their use. 
A set with too many indicators gives mixed signals as some indicators show favour-
able and others unfavourable development. It is hard to determine the overall trend 
regarding a certain topic or theme: 

"It’s a very large choice, 155 indicators. The problem is that you can't really determine the 
tendency, because some go up and some go down. --- It's not something that instantaneously 
gives you an answer if Europe is on track to more sustainability or not. --- So there is no 
possibility to draw a final message.

Thus, it was considered that the EU SDIs cannot provide overall picture of sus-
tainability. Many interviewees thought that it is difficult to draw conclusions with 
the current indicator set which has a large number of indicators. At the same time it 
was acknowledged that monitoring of the SDS is currently the main use of the SDIs. 
Sustainable development is a cross-cutting issue and numerous themes are thus 
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necessarily included in the EU SDS. To monitor the wide array of topics in the SDS, 
a large number of SDIs is needed:

"SD is a complex cross-cutting issue. With SDIs it's always a compromise between a clear 
message and a complex answer."

Some practical solutions to tackle the problem were brought up. It was proposed to 
have a smaller SDI set which would be easier to communicate to different user groups. 
It was also proposed that the number of headline indicators could be reduced. The 
problem of numerous indicators has already been addressed by selecting 11 headline 
indicators in 10 themes, but it was questioned whether this is enough to provide a 
clear hard-hitting message about the status of sustainable development in Europe. 
The interviewees also called for new ways of disseminating EU SDIs. Alternative and 
new ways of presenting the information were suggested, such as shortlists of new 
headline indicators and composite indicators. Furthermore, new media tools should 
be considered, such as wikipedia-type publications, short publications and publica-
tions that are more restricted to certain user groups. One of the interviewees was 
strongly in favour of using hard-hitting proxy indicators in the indicator set, instead 
of using exclusively official statistics produced by the statistical offices. 

The opinions on using composite indicators varied. One of the users expressed 
the need for such indicators that communicate in a more efficient way to the policy-
makers. Similarly, one of the developers said that there is increasing pressure on 
statisticians to produce composite indices, because they are widely requested and 
used by the press. Until now Eurostat has been very cautious in publishing compos-
ite indexes of sustainable development. It was acknowledged that value-based or 
political choices cannot be avoided in building composite indicators. Eurostat is very 
careful about avoiding political biases, which is why it avoids publishing composite 
indicators. It was not discussed with the interviewee whether choosing indicators 
to SDI set is based on value-based and political choices. Furthermore, according to 
another interviewee the European Commission thinks it would involve too much ag-
gregation to present all dimensions of sustainable development (social, economic and 
environmental) in one index. This is true in some respect, as composite indicators by 
necessity are likely to be more ambiguous than specific indicators, due for instance 
to the differences between component parts.

Storytelling and attractiveness of SDIs
It was expressed that EU SDIs are a communication tool and they should be made 
more appealing for the users. The users and their expectations should be taken more 
into account in developing indicators. The traditional way in which SDIs are dis-
seminated by the statistical offices was considered as insufficient for delivering the 
message to the public or the media:

"The producers should think still more about the users. I think there the statistical offices 
still have to learn, to co-operate with the people in between the producer and the user and so 
on. I think there is a great future for indicators if they are communicated in a better way and 
more efficiently."

Two interviewees expressed the need for better storytelling. If SDIs do not appeal 
to the concerns, attitudes and values of potential users, "or they don't talk to people", 
their impact remains limited. The indicators should tell a story that the users can 
relate to. On a concrete level it was suggested that per capita figures for indicators 
such as pollutant emissions or official development assistance (ODA) would be more 
appealing than average figures.
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The need to improve the digestibility and attractiveness of individual indicators 
was expressed. The issues raised by the interviewees included a concern that all of the 
indicators are not easy to understand. This is partly because many of them are techni-
cal in nature. Indicators do not always give a clear message and some of the indicators 
suffer from a lack of transparency and a high level of complexity. Decoupling figures 
were given as an example of an indicator giving a mixed and potentially confusing 
signal. The indicator Resource productivity shows favourable development if the 
economic growth is faster than the growth of material consumption. At the same time 
the indicator Domestic Material Consumption shows unfavourable development. It 
was thought that in some of the themes the SDIs are able to capture only a part of the 
problem, not the whole phenomenon. These types of problems in the interpretation 
of the indicators were seen inhibiting the use by policy-makers:

"They have little impact if they don't capture the essence of the issue. And this is actually 
justified."

It was suggested that the data should be shown in attractive graphs more often. At 
present, attractive graphs are only available in the monitoring reports every second 
year. The influence of complicated graphs based on parameters that only professionals 
can understand was thought to remain limited.

Technical improvements, including improving timeliness
The lack of timeliness of the indicators was commonly seen as a problem. The time 
lags are particularly problematic for the use of indicators in policy-making. One of 
the users stressed that it is hard to use the outdated information in policy preparation. 
It was mentioned that the data in EU SDIs is not sufficiently up-to-date to support 
policymakers especially for making initiatives and proposals. As Eurostat monitor-
ing reports are published every second year and as the indicators have time-lags, the 
policymakers and administrators in their daily work seek for more fresh data sources. 

The data in EU SDIs are statistically verified and aim to cover all EU27 countries. It 
was acknowledged that producing European-wide official statistics is relatively slow 
and very costly. In some cases Eurostat waits until all countries have handed out their 
data before they provide a number for EU 27. According to some interviewees the 
timeliness could be improved by publishing preliminary figures before data from all 
EU 27 countries are available. 

The use of innovative and alternative data sources was brought up by the inter-
viewees. For example, NGOs, business associations and consumer research institu-
tions could be used as data sources since they produce data that is fresh and highly 
relevant to sustainable development:

"It's just a few weeks back that I saw how much wind power was installed in Europe by the 
European wind power association. This was published six or eight weeks after reference period. 
Even if you say that this is the first estimate, it's much better information than if you get the 
official data two years later."

The timeliness of indicators refers not only to time lags but also to the timing of 
indicator release. It was acknowledged that the EU SDIs would be more useful if the 
Eurostat monitoring report was published before the Secretariat-General prepares its 
progress report. This was not the case in 2009 when the progress report was published 
first and was followed by the monitoring report.

In relation to the monitoring of EU SDS, the time lag of the indicators poses limita-
tions to the use of SDIs in monitoring. According to an interviewee there is a temporal 
contradiction in using SDIs for the monitoring of the strategy. When the Secretariat-
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General reports the progress on SDS, it describes what proposals and communications 
have been given by the DGs and what policies have been implemented. SDIs on the 
other hand provide information that has often a time lag of two to three years. The 
political measures taken and the information of the SDIs are therefore studied in 
different time frames. 

Many of the interviewees considered that technical improvements and use of new 
technology would make indicators more useful. The technical improvements raised 
by the interviewees included the following: Indicator producers should make some 
use of new communication and participation platforms on the internet. SDIs should 
be made more visible in search engines like Google. Remote sensing and satellite 
technologies could be – and are being – developed for better data collection. New 
technology provides new possibilities to analyse data, improve models and enhance 
accountability of the data. Innovation in data sources is very important. 



28  The Finnish Environment  4 | 2011

3    Sustainable development indicators 
at national level

3.1 
Sustainable development strategies 
and indicators in Finland
 
Authors: Jari Lyytimäki, Janne Rinne, Arto Tiainen and Petrus Kautto

 

3.1.1 
Background and history of sustainable development 
indicators and strategies in Finland

Several action plans and strategies related to sustainable development have been 
prepared and published in Finland over the last two decades (Table 3). The Finn-
ish national commission for the environment and development was operating in 
1987–1990, following the example set by the Brundtland Commission (WCED, 1987). 
In 1990, the report titled "Sustainable Development and Finland" was submitted to 
the Finnish Parliament (Council of State, 1990). The Finnish National Commission for 
Sustainable Development (FNCSD) was established in 1993 by government decree as 
a response to the Rio summit in 1992. In 1995, the FNCSD prepared its own Finnish 
Agenda 21, "Finnish Action for Sustainable Development" (FNCSD, 1995).

Finland was one of the first nations that achieved the target set in 1997 by the UN 
General Assembly that all countries should have SD strategies by 2002. The first 
Government Programme for Sustainable Development was officially approved in 
June 1998. This strategy was adopted as Decision-in-principle by the Council of State 
(MoE, 1998). The strategy reflected a comprehensive and holistic interpretation of 
sustainable development.

An external multi-stakeholder evaluation process of the Government Programme 
for Sustainable Development was carried out in 2002-2003. The report "Evaluation of 
sustainable development in Finland" was published in 2003 in Finnish (YM, 2003). A 
summary of the evaluation was published in English (MoE, 2003). At the request of 
the FNCSD, various public and private sector organisations voluntarily drafted their 
own programmes for sustainable development in the late 1990s. These programmes 
were also included in the evaluation.

The national sustainable development strategy was revised in 2005–2006 through 
a process that employed the existing SD indicators in identifying key issues and 
challenges. In order to ensure the horizontal scope and extensive treatment of the 
strategy a broad-based stakeholder group called Sustainable Development Strategy 
Group affiliated with the FNCSD was established in 2005. The members represented 
administration at national, regional and local levels, business and entrepreneurs, 
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Table 3. Milestones in the history of national sustainable development indicators in Finland (modi-
fied and updated from Rosenström, 2009). 

The product Issues presented

Trends in the Finnish Envi-
ronment (Rosenström et 
al., 1996).

Climate change; Ozone layer depletion; Eutrophication; Acidifica-
tion; Toxic contamination; Urban environmental quality; Biodiver-
sity; Waste; Water resources; Fish resources; forest sector

Results from testing CSD 
indicators 1997 (Rosen-
ström and Muurman, 1997).

Agenda 21 chapters

National strategy for sus-
tainable development  
(MoE, 1998).

Finland's role in international cooperation; Consumption, produc-
tion and products; Energy sector; Regional structure, communities 
and transport; Countryside and use of renewable resources; Re-
search and education

Signs of Sustainability 2000 
(Rosenström and Palosaari, 
2000)

Climate change; Ozone layer depletion; Acidification; 
Eutrophication; Biodiversity; Toxic contamination; Economic de-
velopment; Environmental policy instruments; Natural resources; 
Community structure and transport; Production and consumption; 
Demographic developments; Lifestyles and illnesses; The work-
force; Social problems and equality issues; Education; research and 
participation; Access to information; Cultural heritage; Ethnic mi-
norities; Development co-operation

Restructured sustainable 
development indicators 
2004

Adapting to the future; Distributional equality; Eco-efficiency and 
community structure; Environmental pressures; Human health and 
well-being; Inter-generational equity; Preserving natural resources; 
Global responsibility

Indicator Leaflets 2004 
onwards

Leaflets published in 2004-2009: Finland and long-term climate 
goals; Finland on the Move; Corporate responsibility; Ecological 
tax-reform; Decreasing eutrophication of the Baltic Sea; Finland's 
SD indicators; Sustainable welfare from biologically diverse forests; 
Biological diversity trends in Finland; Sustainable regional develop-
ment; Education and SD; Development policy guiding towards bet-
ter world; Assessment of the SD; SD and the Finnish climate and 
energy policy; Objectives of SD in national natural resource strat-
egy; Effectiveness of the protection and sustainable use of the Baltic 
Sea; Sustainable economy; Overall assessment of SD.

National strategy for 
sustainable development 
(PMO, 2006)

The strengths and challenges of sustainable development in Finland; 
Balance between the use and protection of natural resources; Sus-
tainable communities in a sustainable regional structure; Citizens' 
health and well-being; The economy as a means of ensuring sustain-
able development; Finland as a global actor and bearer of responsi-
bility supporting sustainable choices

External evaluation of the 
strategy (Ramboll, 2009)

Six key assessment questions focusing on 1.) achievement of targets 
as a whole and by theme area and 2.) Follow-up and assessment of 
the achievement of the targets

Renewal of the strategy Planned in 2010, piloting study and preparations 2011.

labour unions, and environmental, development and youth non-governmental or-
ganisations. The Finnish National Indicator Network (see below) took part in the 
strategy work by identifying development challenges in the early phase of the work 
and by producing follow-up indicators for monitoring the implementation of the 
strategy objectives.

The new national strategy for sustainable development titled "Towards sustainable 
choices. A nationally and globally sustainable Finland" was adopted in June 2006 by 
the FNCSD. In December 2006 the strategy was officially adopted by the Council of 
State (PMO, 2006). The strategy aims to combine the sustainable use, management 
and protection of natural capital with citizens' well-being as well as to ensure the 
integrity of the society. The vision is to assure well-being within the limits of the 
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ecological carrying capacity both nationally and globally. The objective is to create 
sustainable well-being in a safe society that promotes participation, and in which all 
people take responsibility for the environment. The strategy is aimed to guide both 
short and long-term activities. The timeline for the targets extends until about 2030. 
The key guidelines of the strategy are aimed to form a foundation for drafting other 
governmental and policy programmes.

During the renewal process it was agreed that the national strategy would be as-
sessed every two years, and that the assessment would be linked to the EU SDS as-
sessment process. It was also agreed that the FNCSD will report to the Government 
on the results of the assessment.

Finland’s first progress report on the implementation of the EU SDS was delivered 
to the EU Commission in June 2007 (Rouhinen & Rautalahti-Miettinen, 2007). Partly 
based on that report, a more extensive progress report of the implementation of na-
tional SDS was compiled and published in December 2007 (KKTV, 2007). Both of these 
were internal assessments mainly compiled by the Ministry of the Environment and 
FNCSD. The second evaluation of the national SDS was an external assessment con-
ducted by an independent consultancy. This evaluation was published in December 
2009 in Finnish (Ramboll, 2009). A translated English version was published later by 
the Ministry of the Environment (MoE, 2009).

Besides the above mentioned assessments, several other studies related to the na-
tional SD strategy and SD indicators have been conducted. These include e.g. a study 
discussing SD strategies and innovation policy (Hjelt et al., 2005), a study focusing on 
the role of stakeholders in SD policy making (Berger and Steurer, 2006b), a report on 
sustainability assessment methods (Rorarius, 2007) and an evaluation of sustainable 
development in Finland (Aizsalnieks, 2007). In summer 2008, a separate study was 
conducted on the policy coherence between key policy strategies of different minis-
tries and national SD Strategy (Ojanen, 2008). Several other related studies have been 
presented and discussed by Rosenström (2009). 

In addition to indicator-based assessment, an approach utilizing material flow 
calculations was developed in a separate research project. The idea of this approach 
is to develop a systematic model that enable assessing the strategy´s impacts at the 
national, regional and local level. The model is based on the material flow calculations 
of the economy. The model will also allow comparison of the impacts of different 
programmes (Seppälä et al., 2009). Indicators can be used as tools to communicate 
the results of these assessments. In 2009, a separate indicator portal was launched by 
the Prime Ministers Office. This portal includes about one hundred indicators and it 
is continuously updated (see http://www.findicator.fi). The portal aims to describe 
the social development of the society but the set includes various indicators from all 
key dimensions of the SD.

Finnish sustainable development strategies have been largely developed in con-
junction with sustainable development indicators. The history of national level SD 
indicators in Finland span over a decade. The first national set of sustainable de-
velopment indicators was published in 2000 with the title "Signs of Sustainability" 
(Rosenström and Palosaari, 2000). The indicator report was published in Finnish, 
Swedish and English both in printed form and on the Internet. It was preceded by 
three years of preparatory work that involved a number of experts and civil servants 
from ministries and research institutes. The FNCSD had also an important role in the 
work (Rosenström and Kyllönen, 2007).

The national SD indicator set was preceded by the publication of the indicators 
gathered for the OECD environmental performance review for Finland in 1996 (Ro-
senström et al., 1996) and testing of the SD indicator set proposed by the United 
Nations (UNCSD, 1996; Rosenström and Muurman, 1997). The testing showed that 
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many of the indicators proposed by the UN were not directly applicable to the Finn-
ish context. 

The official mandate for the SD indicator work came from the national sustainable 
development strategy published in 1998 (MoE, 1998). The indicators were considered 
to be a suitable tool to monitor the strategy’s impacts. A special indicator task force 
was established to guide the selection of the indicators. Members for the task force 
were officially invited from nearly twenty ministries and research institutes. This 
group formed an important semi-official advisory board assisting indicator work 
also more generally.

However, instead of following the framework of the strategy, the indicator task 
force wished for a more holistic approach and sought a framework that would encom-
pass everything relevant to sustainable development in Finland. The main options 
considered were sector oriented and problem oriented framework (Rosenström and 
Kyllönen, 2007). The selected framework was problem oriented and included issues 
that were considered as persistent, long term concerns in the Finnish context. The 
twenty issues identified were presented according the three dimensions of sustain-
able development (economic, socio-cultural and environmental). The result was a set 
of 83 indicators representing the consensus view of several authorities (Rosenström 
and Palosaari, 2000). 

Originally, the national indicators were to be updated every two years. In 2002, the 
indicators were updated and published on the Internet with only minor changes to the 
selection of the indicators and the framework. However, the researchers responsible 
for the updating recognised a need to further develop the framework. The need for 
and use of SD indicators were investigated in 2001-2002 by conducting interviews 
with politicians and high level civil servants (Rosenström, 2009). Evidence of meagre 
use provided important incentive to restructure the indicators into a new framework 
in 2004. The need to focus on fewer over-arching themes on sustainable development 
instead of issues divided into traditional SD pillars (economic, social, ecological) had 
emerged in other countries and institutions as well.

The update in 2004 led to a complete revision of the framework by employing a 
modified GEAR-SD framework developed by the European Environment Agency 
(Stanners et al., 2007). The purpose of the framework is to make the concept of sustain-
able development more tangible by abandoning issue-based approach and bringing 
indicators of different policy areas under the same themes. The 2004 update used 
GEAR-SD framework with an added social dimension. The number of indicators 
was reduced to 68 and the indicators themselves were updated and grouped along 
the new themes.

The restructuring was carried out by a small group of researchers, without wider 
consultation rounds. The indicator task force was kept informed about the work and 
requested for comments. The revision was published only on the Internet and the 
launch was not publicized widely because at that time the Ministry of the Environ-
ment was already preparing to initiate the process of revising the existing SD strategy. 
Hence, the parallel processes of updating existing indicator set and initiation of the 
revision of national SD strategy were partly overlapping but these processes did not 
support each other (Rosenström, 2009).

In addition to the national SD indicator sets, the production of concise indicator 
leaflets was initiated in early 2004 (Lyytimäki and Rosenström, 2008). The leaflets 
were aimed to provide a common base for discussion and argumentation for the 
meetings of the FNCSD. The leaflets are also available on the internet but they have 
not been marketed in order to reach more wide audience. Each leaflet contains eight 
indicators that are chosen ad hoc basis in order to cover the specific topic of each 
FNCSD meeting.
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The third revision of the Finnish indicators ensued in 2006, in close connection with 
the renewal of the national sustainable development strategy (PMO, 2006). Both of 
these processes involved a number of experts and civil servants who participated in 
the identification of the visions and targets for the new SD strategy and in the iden-
tification of the indicators. The resulting framework for the indicators was identical 
to the structure of national strategy and hence it was supposed to be more policy 
relevant than the previous sets. The new indicator framework reflects the visions and 
themes of the strategy and the indicators are grouped to closely follow the strategy. 
The 34 indicators are highlighted as headline indicators and published embedded 
in the strategy (PMO, 2006). In addition, further 48 supplementary indicators are 
identified along the same framework but data for these indicators are not presented.

To summarize, the national SD indicators sets in Finland have developed from 
holistic overall descriptions of sustainability towards policy oriented indicator sets 
tightly coupled with national SD strategy (Rosenström, 2009). While the indicators 
published in 2000 shifted away from national SD strategy during the preparation 
phase and the 2004 indicators mainly followed international developments, the frame-
work for the 2006 indicators was clearly subordinate to the national SD strategy.

3.1.2 
Quantitative analysis of the use of indicators in documents

Below, the key findings from the analysis of four documents are presented. The 
documents include the 2003 assessment (YM, 2003), the Finnish national SD strategy 
(PMO, 2006), the first evaluation of the strategy (KKTV, 2007) and the 2009 assess-
ment (Ramboll, 2009). Data describing the use of the indicators was collected based 
on visual appearance of the indicators presented in the documents. For more detailed 
analysis regarding the SD strategy and the 2007 assessment, see Tiainen (2009 [in 
Finnish]). An analysis concentrating on the timeliness of the indicators can be found 
from Lyytimäki (2010). 

The report "Evaluation of sustainable development in Finland" was published in 
2003 in Finnish (YM, 2003). The evaluation was based on a framework of eleven key 
theme areas, and 23 quantitative indicators were used to illustrate the progress. The 
Finnish national strategy of sustainable development (released in 2006) and the assess-
ment of the strategy (released in 2007) both present a collection of 34 indicators. The 
2009 assessment was based on interviews of key stakeholders and included updated 
indicators selected from the national SD indicator set and from elsewhere. Altogether 
22 quantitative indicators were presented (Ramboll, 2009).

The 2006 strategy and the 2007 assessment were based on the same indicators 
except for two pairs of indicators. These were related to the economy (Finland's 
competitiveness in relation to other OECD countries (2006); Foreign investments of 
the Finnish corporations (2007)) and to environmental indices (Environmental Sus-
tainability Index (ESI) (2006); Environmental Performance Index (EPI) (2007)). There 
were five pairs of indicators that presented exactly the same information (the same 
variables and time series without updates). These indicators included: The proportion 
of endangered species, Municipal residents' satisfaction in services, Participation of 
14-year olds in social organisational work, Occupational diseases and accidents, and 
Distance of certain services from home.

There were 15 pairs of indicators with one or more differences apart from the up-
dates of the data. Most of the differences arose from the format of visual representation 
(4 indicators) or altered scales and accuracy of the presentation (11 indicators) but 
also from slight contradictions in the data (8 indicators), such as the strategy's indica-
tor "Use of renewable energy sources" whose numerical information differ slightly 
those from the assessment's indicator. Another example is the strategy's indicator 
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"Proportion of endangered species by habitat" which is based on the same data both 
in the strategy and the assessment. However, the strategy's indicator describes the 
proportion of all known life forms whilst the assessment's indicator measure only 
well known life forms. The difference has a reverse effect on the visual appearance of 
the two indicators. The indicator in the strategy suggest that the share of endangered 
species is high (up to 40%) while the indicator as presented in the assessment suggest 
that the share is about 15% at maximum. 

Furthermore, some differences can be found also from the three language versions 
of the strategy (Finnish, English and Swedish). There are 5 indicators in the English 
and Swedish translations whose visual format has been altered from those of the 
Finnish version. These differences indicate that the translation process can create 
room for improvements of the visual appearance of indicators but also create risks 
for technical errors that influence the interpretation of the indicators. In this analysis, 
only the Finnish language version was used as study material. 

Aggregation in indicators
Aggregation of information was evident in several indicators whose values were 
presented as indices. Indices represented the effectiveness of environmental policy 
(ESI, EPI), the relationship between the economy and the use of natural resources, 
competiveness of the Finnish economy in relation to other OECD-countries and 
finally there was an index describing demographic change and the human develop-
ment index (HDI).

It should be noted that the dividing line between an indicator and an index is not 
a fixed or clear one. There were 7 other indicators that present variables that clearly 
combine several datasets into single indicator. For example, the strategy's indicator 
'proportion of household expenditure on services' describes an increase in expendi-
ture but the indicator itself lacks information regarding the influence of economic 
growth or the composition of the services. Furthermore, the time series illustrating 
consumption is a collection of several datasets describing different kind of consump-
tion with very different environmental, social or economic implications. 

Spatial focus
The main spatial focus of the indicators presented in the 2006 strategy and 2007 as-
sessment was on Finland and the national level of performance as shown by the com-
parison between the focus given to national, regional and global levels in the strategy 
and the assessment (see Figure 2). The indicators of the two documents were divided 
into three categories (Finland, EU and global) by analyzing their spatial scope. If an 
indicator expressed three distinct geographical areas, a point was given to each of the 
three categories. For example, the 2006 strategy includes the indicator 'participation 
of 14-year olds in social organizational work' that presents Finland along with three 
other EU countries and the United States of America. Thus, the indicator has been 
interpreted to describe the national (Finland), regional (the EU) and global (in this 
case, the United States) levels.

In the strategy, all the 34 indicators include the Finnish national level and from 
those a collection of 26 indicators are entirely concentrated on Finland. Further divi-
sion reveals that there are 15 indicators representing issues of the social dimension 
(demographic change (7 indicators), employment (6 indicators) and urban structure 
(3 indicators)), 6 indicators representing environmental issues (energy (2 indicators), 
emissions (1 indicator), the influence of economic growth on emissions and energy 
consumption (2 indicators), traffic (1 indicator) and endangered species (1 indicator)) 
and finally 4 indicators representing themes of the economy. The indicators present-
ing both the EU and the global levels include a total of 8 indicators. The indicators 
represent the economy (3 indicators), social dimension (2 indicators), environmental 
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performance and the use of environmental resources (2 indicators) and emissions (1 
indicator).

The 2007 assessment includes 34 indicators with a focus on the Finnish national 
level from which a total of 25 indicators are concentrated entirely on the Finnish 
national level. The indicators can be divided further into economic (3 indicators), 
environmental (7 indicators) and social (15 indicators) themes.

When considering the context of the national strategy it is quite understandable 
that the spatial focus is heavily on the national level of sustainable development. The 
national strategy however proposes objectives according to which Finland should 
reinforce its role as an international actor in the areas of environmental policy. The 
objectives state that Finland should maintain its level of competiveness in the global 
economy, increase its political influence within the arenas of the EU and the UN and 
increase its contributions to developing nations in order to achieve a state of global 
sustainability and co-operation. There is, however, a contradiction between these 
objectives and the indicators focusing heavily on the national level.

Temporal focus and timeliness of indicators
Most of the indicators present relatively short time periods. For example, indicators 
presented in the strategy (date of release June 19th 2006) have the average time series 
starting from the year 1978 and ending around 2004. Indicators presented in the as-
sessment (date of release December 4th 2007) have the average time series spanning 
from 1980 to 2005. 

As an example of a relatively short temporal focus in the strategy, the indicator 
'Expected retirement age' has a time series ranging from 1996 to 2004. The indica-
tor describes two variables whose progress relates to the aspects of demographical 
change, gender equality and the potential challenges of the national economy. The 
limited temporal focus restricts the interpretation of the indicator. For example, pos-
sible impacts of the deep economic recession in Finland in early 1990s are not shown 
by the indicator. Furthermore, the information of the indicator could be expected to 
be more up to date since it is reasonable to postulate that data regarding well defined 
social factors should be readily available. 
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Figure 2. The spatial focus of the indicators presented in the Finnish 
SDS and assessment is mainly on national level.
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There are relatively long time lags in the presented data. For example, the strategy’s 
indicator 'Per capita consumption of alcohol beverages and deaths attributable to 
alcohol by gender' describes an increasing trend in an important public health issue 
that has influence on social alienation and poverty. The time series of the indicator 
ends at 2004, i.e. the information presented was relatively old. Indicators presented in 
the three Finnish assessments had an average time lag of about two years between the 
year of the latest data presented (excluding outlooks and scenarios) and the release 
year of the report (Figure 3). The time lag was 2.4 years for the 2003 assessment, 1.8 
years for the 2007 assessment and 2.0 years for the 2009 assessment. Notably, the 2009 
assessment presented six indicators with short (less than a year) time lags. These 
indicators illustrated alleviation of poverty, citizen activity and employment. On the 
other hand, the 2009 report also included several indicators with rather old data. The 
oldest data was from the year 2000 and it described the status of biodiversity, but this 
indicator also included a projection up to the year 2010. 

It could be assumed that indicators describing economic and social issues should 
be more up to date than environmental indicators due to the more simple and well-
established practices for gathering and managing the data. However, all of the indica-
tors in the 2003 assessment with a time lag of four years or more were related to social 
and economic issues. The 2007 assessment contains 16 indicators with a time lag of 
two years or more. All except one of these describe social or economic issues. In the 
2009 assessment, indicators with very old (four years or older) data described social 
and economic issues, except for the indicator illustrating the status of biodiversity.

The 2007 assessment's indicators are on average more up-to-date than those in the 
strategy. This difference can be partly explained with the function of the assessment 
since it has been conducted as to update and revision the indicators used in the strat-
egy. The potential reasons for the longer time lags of the strategy's indicators include 
both the low availability of proper data during the development of the indicators and 
inability to update the data during preparation process. Furthermore, the strategy was 
published in spring, whereas the assessment was published at the end of the year.

The indicators have differences in the clarity of time series. For example, the strat-
egy contains 16 indicators that have time series with unclear termination years which 
can make them subject to different interpretations. This may influence indicator's 
relevance to policy maker since the actual timeliness of the indicator's information 
cannot be easily discerned from the indicator itself.

Figure 3. The timeliness of the Finnish SDS and assessment indicators. Time lag between the latest 
year presented by indicator and the publication year of the report.
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Target values and scenarios
The documents presented relatively few indicators with concrete targets. The 2003 as-
sessment included no indicators with targets. The 2006 strategy included one indica-
tor with a target value. The target value was used to highlight the target of Kyoto Pro-
tocol in the indicator describing the temporal development of Finland's greenhouse 
gas emissions. The 2007 assessment contained three indicators that presented target 
values: Finland's greenhouse gas emissions, the maximum limit of public debt and 
the level of appropriation funds for public development and cooperation. The 2009 
report contained only one indicator (greenhouse gas emissions) with a target value. 

Projections and scenarios of the development can be used to anticipate and evalu-
ate possible outcomes of current and past practices. Indicators published in the 2003 
report did not include future projections. The 2006 strategy contained three indicators 
that presented scenarios. These scenarios were used to describe the use of natural 
resources, the status of endangered species by habitat and the demographic change. 
The 2007 assessment contained two indicators that present scenarios: endangered 
species by habitat and demographical changes. The 2009 report presented future 
projections in four indicators.

3.1.3 
The use of indicators: Interviews

The use of sustainable development indicators in Finland has been previously stud-
ied by interviews over 40 high-level policy-makers and experts during 2001-2002 
(Rosenström, 2006; 2009) and by interviews of 20 experts, practitioners and policy-
makers in 2008 (Rosenström, 2008). These studies give a comprehensive overview of 
the level of the use of SD indicators in Finland. Some of the results from these studies 
are summarized below. 

Here the use of indicators was examined through additional interviews. A focus 
group interview and four individual interviews were conducted during autumn 
2009 and spring 2010. Individual interviews included an indicator developer from a 
research institute and indicator users form a national level industry association, en-
vironmental NGO and the Ministry of Finance. Focus group interview was arranged 
in Vaasa, Finland, September 15th 2009. It included seven persons who represented 
national, regional and local level authorities. The interviewees included representa-
tives from Ministry of the Environment (one person), regional environmental centres 
(three persons), Regional Council of Ostrobothnia (one person), Helsinki Metropolitan 
Area Council (one person) and the Finnish Environment Institute (one person). All 
interviewees were participants of the workshop focusing to the use of sustainable 
development indicators arranged by the POINT-project Work Package 6.3 The group 
interview was arranged directly after the workshop. Most of the interviewees were 
indicator developers. Most of them had professional experience of several years 
although the experience ranged from months to decades. Most interviewees had 
background on environmental sector. The themes of the focus group interview were 
based on a preliminary version of the interview themes presented in Appendix I.

Earlier research has showed that the direct use of SD indicators in decision-making 
is minimal but other forms of use may be more dominant (Rosenström, 2006; 2008; 
2009). The policy-makers have indicated that the indicators are most likely to be used 
conceptually as learning tools and symbolically in the political debate. They have 
identified the most important criteria for useful indicators to be reliability, simplic-
ity, inclusion of longer trends, and comparability to other countries and regions. In 
addition, people working with politicians have underlined the need for data that is 

3  See the interim report of the Finnish workshop. Available from: http://www.point-eufp7.info 
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relevant and timely. In addition to the indicators’ characteristics, use is also affected 
by the ideology, information and the interests of the user and by the efforts of the 
developers to provide the indicators at a right time, to update them regularly, present 
them attractively and to ensure easy access to them (Rosenström, 2009). 

The indicator qualities, user profile and the efforts by the developer determine the 
type of use that prevails (Table 4). The majority of the politicians have stated that they 
would and do use indicators in preparing speeches and presentations. They have 
found the format of a large set of different issues very useful, as it is more likely that 
they can find what they need. Many of the politicians stressed the need to be credible, 
which connects directly to the use of indicators as political ammunition and persua-
sion. Key obstacles for the use identified by the interviewees include the unawareness 
about indicators and the unsuitability of indicators to the user needs. Indicators may 
be interesting but irrelevant for actual decision-making. They may have shortcomings 
in their technical quality. Superficial participation processes and poor dissemination 
may deter use. Weak institutional capacity can leave the indicators underused and 
make their development, updating and dissemination inadequate.

Table 4. Potential uses of SD indicators as stated by Finnish decision-makers (modified from: 
Rosenström, 2006).

Instrumental use Conceptual use Symbolic use

• Assessment of wider issues
• Comparison
• Decision-making
• Evaluation of strategies
• Checklist
• Preparation of laws
• Committee work
• Local politics

•  Increase of general knowledge 
about the state of the environ-
ment

•  Assessment of how decisions 
affect the environment

• Help tool
• Get the “big picture”
• Learn about useful issues
• Disseminate information
• Thinking tool
• Easily digestible information
• Provide basic facts

• Speech
• Show trends to others
•  To justify and support own 

views or certain policies
•  To show what needs to be 

done
• Background information

Below the key insights from interviews conducted within the POINT project are 
presented. On a general level, the interviewees approved indicators as useful tools. 
However, the concept of indicator was understood relatively loosely, and the inter-
viewees tended to describe indicator based information as a synonym of reliable or 
objective information in general. Especially, the dividing line between statistics and 
indicators was a vague one.

Sustainability strategies in various levels were seen as one key source of motiva-
tion to build indicators. On the one hand, the use of indicators is required or at least 
encouraged by the strategies. On the other hand, the interviewees felt that strategies 
may at the same time limit the innovativeness of indicator development by focusing 
the attention to certain predetermined issues and requiring the use of certain indi-
cators. However, the interviewees maintained that in practise it is often possible to 
introduce indicators that are not endorsed by the strategy, if enough resources are 
available for collecting alternative data and to make a well-grounded proposition to 
include the indicator. Thus, the lack of resources for the development work was seen 
as a greater obstacle for flexible and innovative indicator development than potential 
limitations set by the strategies or other reporting obligations.

Since 2004, one of the key tools of indicator work in Finland has been the indica-
tor leaflets aimed to provide a common base for discussion and argumentation for 
the meetings of the FNCSD (Lyytimäki and Rosenström, 2008). Leaflets have been 
published on selected topical themes. However, due to problems of timeliness and 
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timing, indicators in these have been used to support adopted strategies, not to adopt 
strategies according to insights raised by indicators:

"[…] problem of indicators is that the data is always old, and that we see old trends […] In that 
way, indicators do not give political signals. It is thought that they are not sensitive enough in 
order to guide political decision-making. They are more like a general tool for communication 
and evaluation."

Direct responses, comments or other reactions received by the interviewees from 
the potential or actual users were relatively scarce. An illustrative example of non-use 
was reported by the representative of the national level industry association. Inspired 
by the interview, the interviewee later asked ten other members of the association to 
provide comments on the national SDIs. No-one of these ten experts of energy, water, 
climate and waste issues had used the indicators nor had they heard about them. 
However, in general level these experts considered the indicators as potentially useful.

Most of the direct use of indicators was by authorities who were using the indica-
tors because of obligations set by national or regional strategies or other reporting 
obligations. Some interviewees remarked that they felt that the experiences related 
to the use of indicators outside their own organisation tended to be more positive 
than responses from the organization. The interviewees had no experiences of direct 
responses from the public, probably indicating low use of indicators. It was also sus-
pected that the public may not know who to contact if they would have responses or 
questions regarding the indicators. 

Ecological footprint was mentioned as an example of individual indicator that has 
raised relatively wide interest. The main strength of this indicator was considered to 
be its ability to spark attention. However, it was also criticized from its ambiguous-
ness and lack of transparency. Use of Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW), 
the Genuine Progress Indicators (GPI) and the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) were 
mentioned as approaches that would probably raise considerable interest. More 
generally, the presentation of target or reference level was seen as the key method to 
increase the relevance and use of the indicator. However, it was stated that currently 
there is a lack of clearly defined targets or reference values especially at the local level. 

Barriers of the use and influence of indicators
Most of the interviewees represented the indicator developers. Probably as a conse-
quence of this, they emphasized the issues related to the production of the indicators 
as the obstacles of the use of indicators. The main barrier for the use was considered to 
be the lack of resources needed to develop high quality indicators and to disseminate 
them. In practice, the resources may be adequate to routine updating of indicators, 
but further development or communication efforts require extra funding. It was also 
admitted that the questions of use have not been considered adequately during the 
development of the national level SDIs and that the connections between potential 
users and indicator developers should be strengthened:

"Communicating [SDIs] is certainly of one of the key issues, but the interaction is probably too 
limited. We can distribute piles of them, but we should create better contacts with the users."

It was recognised that indicator work is largely about power over defining and 
framing issues. Withholding the information was recognized a problem for certain 
issues. Some actors may be reluctant to give the detailed data to indicator practition-
ers because of commercial, political or even prestige reasons. Especially commercial 
interests may forestall the use of certain information. Concrete example mentioned 
was the data on the amount of the users of public transport in local level. The bus 
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operators are reluctant to give this information because of fear of compromising 
commercial interests. 

The costs of data acquisition may forestall the use of the existing data. The in-
terviewees stressed that the financial resources for indicator work especially at the 
regional and local level are scarce. It was feared that this problem will become worse 
as the resources available for indicator work are not likely to grow whereas the costs 
of data acquisition may increase. The interviewees highlighted that this problem 
may be further heightened because of double work caused by lack of coordination 
between different areas and levels of administration. In a worst case, different indi-
cator practitioners use their limited time and resources for gathering the same data. 

Project based working culture and short temporal span of indicator projects was 
another problem emphasized by the interviewees. Projects aimed to produce new 
indicators easily remain isolated and the results easily remain underutilized after the 
end of the project. More generally, frequent organizational changes and project-based 
working culture were seen as risks leading to inefficient use of data and loss of data. 

Information overload was recognized as one obstacle for the development of in-
dicators. The indicator practitioners do not necessarily know where to find the most 
relevant and up-to-date information. Expert help was called for, but finding, activat-
ing and motivating experts that could help to find and process the data and to formu-
late the indicator interpretations was considered troublesome. Making scientifically 
valid, relevant and insightful interpretations was seen as difficult task for indicator 
practitioners due to lack of special knowledge. On the other hand, making the experts 
to really grasp the holistic nature of SDIs was seen as challenge. Experts focusing on 
narrowly defined sectors and fields of study may be reluctant to participate on draw-
ing holistic overall pictures that the indicator set aims for. Lack of resources and time 
make it even more difficult to engage the experts.

Possibilities to enhance the use and influence of indicators
Improving the information flows between the experts, indicator practitioner, press 
officers, and the media was seen as essential. Also the importance of co-operation 
between indicator practitioners was emphasized. Improving the information flows 
inside the organizations that produce indicators was seen as obvious but perhaps 
neglected issue. Especially the interviewees from the regional environmental centres 
agreed that the knowledge about indicator work is not well enough spread inside 
their organizations. The information gaps between different organizations and ad-
ministrative levels were also seen as an obvious problem.

One, at least partial, solution to the scarcity of resources is the concentration of the 
resources that currently are sparsely distributed over several regional level authori-
ties. The regional level indicator work was at the time of the interviews based largely 
on part-time efforts of individual persons working in separate organizations. Concen-
trating resources to one location could also reduce the risk of double work caused by 
simultaneous data collecting efforts. On the negative side, this centralized approach 
would easily limit the opportunities to connect indicators with the local level knowl-
edge production and local knowledge needs. The gap between formal indicator based 
knowledge and local knowledge was identified as a problem already now.

The on-going organizational restructuring of the regional administration was seen 
both as a possibility and a threat. From the beginning of the 2010 the regional environ-
mental centres of Finland were merged with other regional authorities. This was seen 
on the one hand as a possibility to enlarge the focus of SD indicator work currently 
done mainly by environmental authorities. It was hoped that the novel organizational 
framework could bring new resources to the indicator work. However it was also 
feared that the indicator work will remain as second-order priority and that it will 
face even harder competition for resources.
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Lack of strong ownership of sustainable development was seen as a problem. Ac-
cording the interviewees, there is a need for strong actor who could provide a higher 
profile for SD issues, develop and market the indicators to the users. Establishing a 
new, independent indicator "think-tank" was brought up as one possibility. This kind 
of organization could be a source of fresh ideas, suggest and develop new indicators 
or collect proxy-data. This would be important since issues with no easily available 
data series are often ignored and left out from indicator work because of the lack of 
resources for time-consuming data gathering.

Reallocation of resources from producing the indicators to marketing them was 
discussed as one potential way to enhance the use of indicators. The underlying 
rationale was that it makes little sense to collect data and produce indicators if the 
potential users are not reached. However, some interviewees emphasized that col-
lecting data is a virtue by itself and hence it may be questionable to shift focus and 
scarce resources to dissemination.

The interviewees commonly agreed that the indicators have to be marketed some-
how in order to raise public and policy interest. The current efforts of marketing were 
judged clearly as inadequate. Visibility in the media was seen as the key criteria of the 
use of indicators. Again, the lack of resources was seen as the key problem. Publication 
of the indicators in www-pages was considered as a minimum level, but often there 
is a lack of resources that forestall other communication. One potentially cost-efficient 
way dissemination is online newsletter based on the indicators:

“Maybe a monthly newsletter should be sent to the members of the national committee on SD 
or to other stakeholders. This would provide a reminder about indicator work [...] and highlight 
these indicators. Overall, I see a great potential for the use of indicators.”

Although the media was considered as important for disseminating the informa-
tion, the interaction between indicator practitioners and journalists was seen as weak. 
There were some positive examples of journalists who have outlined extensive stories 
based on indicators. These stories have in some cases provided fresh perspectives to 
the indicator practitioners. They also have connected the indicator-based information 
concretely with the topical issues relevant to local level actors. However, most of the 
stories, especially in recent years, have been based on the press releases with little 
or none additional perspectives. Especially the local and regional level media has 
published stories based on the press releases. However, the stories have presented 
the publications rather than indicators. One possible reason is that the press releases 
have not emphasized the content and visually appealing indicators have not been 
prepared for the journalists.

The support from the organization for the indicator work was seen as essential. 
Especially the encouragement from the lead of the organization is important. Some 
interviewees stated that it should be the responsibility of the organization lead to 
determine the contexts where indicators should be used. The Ecoreg-project in S-E 
Finland (see Mickwitz and Melanen, 2009) was mentioned as a concrete example of 
successful indicator initiative. Especially the participation of the stakeholders and 
the support from regional level key decision-makers were considered to be the key 
to the success of this indicator initiative.

Strong institutional background is needed for indicator work especially when 
indicators are used to critically assess the current trends. Indicators describing non-
desired development or introducing new issues that criticize current practices may 
be used against indicator practitioner. Especially at the local level the indicator prac-
titioner may be under pressure to not to publish such indicators. Concrete example 
mentioned was an indicator describing the increase of greenhouse gas emissions. It 
indicated that the desired economic growth is connected to this critical trend. Another 
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example that was raised up was an indicator describing the amount of free-time 
settlements (summer cottages) per shore areas. This indicator was criticized since it 
focused attention towards the negative ecological impacts of construction. An alterna-
tive indicator showing only the total amount of shore area and thus hiding the effects 
of construction was proposed to the indicator practitioners. 

3.1.4 
Summary: Critical issues related to the use and influence of indicators

The need to redefine and reframe the concept of sustainable development was brought 
up especially by the focus group interview. The wide scope of sustainability issues and 
the vagueness of the concept of sustainable development were recognized as factors 
potentially hindering the use the indicators. The lack of clear focus was considered 
as a problem for communication. It was seen that sustainability issues have largely 
lost their public appeal and that they have been partly replaced by the debate and 
concern over climate change. Especially within private sector the interest towards 
concept of sustainable development was considered to be very low if compared with 
climate issues. On the other hand, it was also noticed that the debate over sustainable 
development is already too much dominated by the environmental dimension of sus-
tainability. The core idea of the concept of sustainable development was considered 
to be the balance of the socio-cultural, economic and ecological dimension.

The concept of indicator was seen as one obstacle for efficient communication 
since it is rather technical. It was asked whether qualitative indicators would be more 
efficient in communication. However, the interviewees felt uncertain about what a 
qualitative indicator is. For example, an indicator describing the level of environmen-
tal awareness was suggested as a qualitative indicator.

Improving the technical quality, clarifying conceptual foundations or acquiring bet-
ter data are obvious ways to improve the usability of indicators. Some of the currently 
used indicators can be considered misleading because of poor data or theoretical 
background. It was noted that conflicts of interests were brought up by the indicator 
describing the amount of decaying wood in forest areas. This figure is used as an 
indicator of biodiversity of commercial forests. According to some interviewees, the 
forest owners often consider it as a good indicator, since it shows that the amount of 
decaying wood in the Finnish forests is increasing. However, the environmentalists 
often criticize this indicator, since the biodiversity may still diminish in these for-
est areas. Another example of potentially misleading indicator mentioned were the 
figures describing the greenhouse gas emissions from the capital city, Helsinki. The 
methods of calculations were suspected to be flawed and potentially favouring the 
use of coal as energy source. 

Role of expert knowledge was emphasized by the interviewees. Experts are needed 
to help indicator practitioners to find the best possible data and, especially, to make 
insightful interpretations of the data. Conceptualization of sustainable development 
was considered an important underlying issue. There is a constant need for reconcep-
tualising in order to keep the substance relevant for the target groups. Reconceptuali-
sations are also needed in order to justify the indicator work inside the organization. 
Another clear outcome from the interviews was that the ownership of SDIs should 
be strengthened. Contact points or "indicator nests" that can provide permanent plat-
form for discussion, take in ideas and critique for further development are needed. 
In order to disseminate the indicators effective multiple communication channels 
are needed. It is not enough to just publish the indicators in WWW-pages. However, 
the lack of resources was seen as a key obstacle also for the communication. More 
generally, especially the regional level indicator work suffers from lack of resources 
that are scattered into different places and projects. 
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3.2 
Sustainable development strategies 
and indicators in Malta
 
Authors: Robert Caruana, Elisabeth Conrad and Louis Cassar

3.2.1 
Background and history of sustainable development 
indicators and strategies in Malta

There have been a number of initiatives for developing sustainability indicators 
in Malta in recent years, at both national and regional levels. The first attempt to 
compute national sustainability indicators for Malta was carried out in 1997, by the 
then Planning Authority (now integrated within the Malta Environment and Plan-
ning Authority), as an aid to the development of land-use planning policies (NCSD, 
2006). More recently, the Sustainability Indicators Malta Observatory was established 
on 1st December 2000, hosted by the Islands and Small States Institute. The aims of 
the observatory were to establish and increase capabilities for monitoring/report-
ing of environmental parameters and sustainable development indicators in Malta. 
Through its participation in a pan-Mediterranean project (Mediterranean Environ-
mental Reporting and Information System – MED-ERMIS), SI-MO developed a set 
of sustainability indicators based on a methodology proposed by the Mediterranean 
Commission for Sustainable Development (MCSD) (Cassar, 2006), in collaboration 
with the Malta National Office of Statistics. The initiative also involved several local 
specialists. The 130 indicators identified, based on the MCSD guidance were sub-
divided into six themes, namely: population and society; land and areas; economic 
activities; environment; sustainable development: actors and policies; and coopera-
tion in the Mediterranean (SI-MO, 2002).

The 130 indicators were subsequently reduced to 100, as 3 indicators were found 
not to be relevant to the local context, and data for 27 other indicators could not be 
obtained (Cassar, 2009). SI-MO activities continued with a national and international 
conference on sustainability indicators, held in June 2002 and November 2003 respec-
tively. The latter conference included specific themes focusing on the use of sustain-
ability indicators in the Mediterranean context, and in the context of small islands. 
The national conference focused on presenting the work of the project to the Maltese 
public. Key conclusions from discussions during workshops included concerns over 
lack of data in certain areas, lack of standardization and coherence in the way data 
was compiled, and variations in data provided by different agencies/departments. 

On a more regional basis, a key initiative has been the Blue Plan Coastal Area 
Management Programme (CAMP) project, based in the north of the island (Bell and 
Morse, 2003). The Blue Plan project included a methodology designed to arrive at a 
list of sustainability indicators via participation from local stakeholders; the method-
ology had already been utilized in similar projects in different parts of the Mediter-
ranean, including Greece, Tunisia and Egypt (Cassar, 2006). The soft systems approach 
utilized, i.e. Systemic and Prospective Sustainability Analysis (SPSA) is intended 
to produce sustainability indicators in a manner which maximizes their chances of 
producing a holistic perception of the context in question, and in an inclusive and 
participatory manner (Plan Bleu, 2002). The project was organized into five thematic 
sub-projects, as follows:

(i) sustainable coastal management;
(ii) marine conservation areas; 
(iii) integrated water resource management;
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(iv) soil erosion/desertification control management; and 
(v) tourism: impacts on health. 

The project also included three cross-cutting sub-projects, namely: data manage-
ment; participatory programme; and  Systemic Sustainability Analysis (SSA) (Cassar, 
2006). The methodology was implemented through a series of workshops with local 
stakeholders, conducted between 2000 and 2002. 

The Malta Commission for Sustainable Development was set up in 2002, with one 
of its stated objectives being to review progress in the achievement of sustainable 
development. Its members include representatives of all ministers, members of the 
House of Representatives (from both government and opposition), the chairman of 
the Malta Council for Economic and Social Development, representatives of public 
entities deemed relevant by the Prime Minister, a representative of the association of 
local councils, and representatives of other relevant organizations (e.g. business, in-
dustry and/or industrial relations, scientific and academic bodies, media and NGOs). 
The outputs of the MCSD have included work on a National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development for Malta, covering the period between 2007 and 2016. The target of de-
veloping such a strategy was set in the aftermath of the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development (UNCED), when the Maltese Government, together 
with the governments of other nations, committed itself to adopt such a Strategy, 
utilizing the widest possible participation, and based on a thorough assessment of the 
current situations and initiatives. The Malta Sustainable Development Strategy builds 
upon and is informed by the Sustainable Development Strategy (SDS) of the EU. The 
strategy was adopted by the National Commission for Sustainable Development in 
November 2006 following stakeholder consultation exercises. It should be noted at 
the outset, however, that the Strategy remains in draft format at the time of writing 
this report and has not yet been endorsed by Government. In its present state, it is 
clearly noted that “the views expressed in the document do not necessarily reflect those of 
the Government of Malta”. 

The Strategy addresses environmental, economic and social pillars of sustainable 
development, as well as cross-cutting issues. A number of strategic directions have 
been proposed with regard to each pillar. These strategic directions are accompa-
nied by indicators in cases where priority areas are identified, and are intended to 
serve as the tools for the attainment of sustainable development goals in the long 
term. To this end, 20 priority areas were identified by the National Commission on 
Sustainable Development (NCSD, 2006). The priority areas chosen are in line with 
sustainable development goals and have been purposely selected to serve as gauges 
to see whether Malta is moving towards or away from sustainability. With regards 
to sustainability indicators, the strategy specifically notes that “the effective monitoring 
of sustainable development requires the compilation of appropriate indicators”. The strategy 
further notes that although sustainability indicators have been compiled for Malta 
(as described above), there are still a number of issues that need to be addressed, in 
particular regarding the institutional set-up, as at present, there is no state-funded 
body entrusted to develop sustainability indicators. These issues are discussed in 
further detail below. 

The National Statistics Office (NSO) also has a role to play in the monitoring of sus-
tainable development. The NSO constitutes the executive arm of the Malta Statistics 
Authority. It includes directorates dealing with (i) economic statistics, (ii) business 
statistics (including environment and resources), (iii) social statistics and information 
society, and (iv) resources and support services, and is thus in a position to collect, 
analyze and present data relevant to sustainability.

Some work on sustainability indicators has also been carried out by the Malta En-
vironment and Planning Authority, primarily as part of the compilation of State of the 
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Environment reports. MEPA was also a partner in the INTERREG IIC project DEDUCE 
(Développement durable des Côtes Européennes), a transnational initiative whose main 
objective was to evaluate the utility of indicators for optimal decision-making on the 
coast, following the principles and criteria established by the EU recommendation 
on ICZM (Biblioteca de Catalunya – DADES CIP, 2007). At a more general level, both 
the Environment Protection Act (2001) and the Development Planning Act (2001), 
which govern the workings of MEPA have the goal of sustainable development as a 
key focus. The formulation of a National Sustainable Development Strategy in fact 
satisfies a provision of the above-mentioned Environment Protection Act. MEPA is 
also represented on the National Commission for Sustainable Development. 

3.2.2 
The use of indicators in sustainable development strategy assessments

The use of indicators in sustainable development strategy assessments in Malta was 
reviewed through document analysis. This was conducted in the period July – Sep-
tember 2009. 

The main document of relevance for this exercise was the National Strategy for 
Sustainable Development (NSSD) 2007-2016, since this is effectively the only national 
strategy specifically focused on sustainable development and the first document of 
its kind in Malta. As noted above, the NSSD identifies twenty priority areas, which 
were given particular attention and which the National Commission for Sustainable 
Development (NCSD) considers as warranting foremost attention for the achieve-
ment of sustainable development goals. The twenty priority areas, which are grouped 
under five themes, are presented in Tables 5-9.

Indicators play varying roles in the various components of the strategy. The NSSD 
proposes a number of strategic directions, intended to serve as guideposts for the at-
tainment of sustainable development goals – indicators and targets are not specified, 
unless these are also priority areas. The strategy specifies that the latter are to be inter-
preted as an undertaking by Government to attain the targets within the time frames 
indicated. Indicators specified for these priority areas are outlined in the tables 5-9. 

The Strategy does not specify or explain the ways in which indicators were identi-
fied or the basis for the targets set. It is therefore not possible to evaluate the role that 
indicators played in developing sustainability targets. Similarly, the Strategy does 
not provide specific time-series data for areas of concern; the fact that this is the first 
national Strategy of its kind is clearly a factor in this regard. However, the Strategy 
does indicate the policy drivers that were relevant to the identification of each pri-
ority area. With regard to targets, deadlines set have been exceeded in many cases 
without the goal being achieved – as noted above, the Strategy itself has not yet been 
endorsed by Government. 

It will be noted from the tables above that sustainability indicators is itself identi-
fied as a priority area, immediately highlighting the existing constraints with respect 
to the collection, analysis and presentation of data in connection with sustainability 
indicators. The NSSD specifies that its target is to establish and fund an entity respon-
sible for compiling and evaluating sustainability indicators, and that such an entity 
should work closely with the National Commission for Sustainable Development 
and with the National Statistics Office. However, the target date established for the 
achievement of this goal (2008) has now been passed, and such an entity has not yet 
been established. The main strategic direction proposed with respect to indicators 
is to “devise arrangements to construct, on an ongoing basis, a set of sustainability indica-
tors, in close liason with the National Statistics Office, to cater for Malta’s specific needs and 
at the same time to satisfy the international and regional reporting obligations of Malta”. 
No specific mention is made of potential utility of the indicators identified in prior 
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Table 5. Indicators for priority areas under ‘environment’ theme.

Priority Area Specific Indicator SDS target

Climate Change GHG emissions by sector (tonnes of CO2 
equivalent per annum)

Take steps to reduce greenhouse gas emissions through 
transport and energy policies that seek to promote 
environmental protection, competitiveness and security 
of supplies, and as a result decouple the rate of growth 
of GHG emissions from economic growth

Air Quality Emissions of air pollutants (ambient levels 
of particulate matter, sulphur dioxide, 
carbon monoxide, benzene, lead, ozone, 
heavy metals and nitrogen oxides)

Take remedial action to control emissions of air pol-
lutants (ambient levels of particulate matter, sulphur 
dioxide, carbon monoxide, benzene, lead, ozone, heavy 
metals and nitrogen oxides) and achieve compliance with 
European standards

Nature and Biodiversity Proportion of surface area protected 
and managed to total surface area of the 
Maltese Islands, and trends in abundance, 
distribution and status of selected species 
(priority protected/ threatened species)

Halt loss of biodiversity by 2010, and achieve manage-
ment of protected areas by 2008

Groundwater Water Exploitation Index Achieve good quantitative status of water by 2015

Sea Water Percentage of seawater meeting bathing 
water quality standards

Sustain compliance with Bathing Water Directive and 
achieve compliance with Barcelona Convention stan-
dards

Waste Waste arising by type and treatment met-
hod

Prevent and minimise waste by achieving EU waste-
related targets, reviewing Malta’s Waste Management 
Strategy by 2007

Transport Levels of private car ownership and public 
bus usage

Reduce car ownership rates to the EU average by 2014, 
and regain 1995 bus patronage levels by 2014 (40 million 
passengers)

Land (a) Relative contribution of land-cover 
categories to uptake by urban and other 
artificial land development (b) Permitted 
new dwellings on previously developed 
land or through conversions and permitted 
dwellings outside designated development 
areas

Protect, maintain and improve the urban and rural en-
vironment and through the planning system protect the 
open countryside from uses, particularly residences, 
which can be more appropriately located in urban areas

Priority Area Specific Indicator SDS target

Economic Growth Growth in GDP, and GDP per capita Adopt policy measures so that the growth of GDP per 
capita in real terms occurs at a rate which will enable the 
Maltese economy to converge towards the EU average

Employment Employment ratio Create employment opportunities to generate income 
and improve the quality of life of the population, taking 
into consideration environmental and social impacts, and 
adopt policy measures so that the ratio of total emplo-
yment to the working-age population in Malta converges 
with the EU average and reaches at least 57% by 2010

Competitiveness Real value added per person in emplo-
yment in the private and public sectors

Adopt policy measures to increase average labour pro-
ductivity at a rate of 1% per annum over the EU average 
by 2010, while attempting to balance wages, taxation and 
productivity, in collaboration with the social partners

Public Finance  
sustainability

Government budget balance Consolidate public finances so that the deficit between 
expenditure and revenue (excluding one-offs) does not 
exceed 3% by between 2007 and 2010

Table 6. Indicators for priority areas under ‘economy’ theme.
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Table 7. Indicators for priority areas under ‘society’ theme.

Table 8. Indicators for priority areas related to cross-cutting issues.

Table 9. Indicators for priority areas related to implementation.

Priority Area Specific Indicator SDS target

Poverty reduction Income distribution Reduce or at least contain the current level of 15% of the population at 
risk of poverty and decrease ratio of population aged over 65 at risk of 
poverty from 20% to 15%

Labour Force
Participation of women

Proportion of women in the 
labour force

Adopt policy measures so that the labour force participation rate of 
women increases to 40.7% by 2010

Health Overweight population Decrease the percentage of overweight/obese population in line with 
the EU average by 2010, by measures such as enhancing the focus on 
healthy living and prevention, to reduce the need for curative care

Education Early School Leavers Continue to adopt measures to decrease the early school leavers rate 
to 35% by 2010

Priority Area Specific Indicator SDS target

Integrated Planning Spatial Development Plan By 2010, draw up an integrated spatial development plan to take for-
ward the Sustainable Development Strategy, with the participation of 
major stakeholders

Economic Instruments Economic instruments
strategy

By 2008 draw up a strategy to enhance the use of economic instru-
ments, such as charges, taxes, subsidies, deposit refund schemes, and 
trading schemes, to apply the polluter pays principle and promote sus-
tainable development in Malta

Improve enforcement An audit of enforcement 
mechanisms

By 2008, put in place an audit of enforcement arrangements to assess 
the adequacy of the current enforcement mechanisms and to promote 
integration of responsibilities and reduction of overlaps

Priority Area Specific Indicator SDS target

Institutional set-up and 
evaluation of progress

An entity to coordinate the 
Sustainable Development 
Strategy process

By 2008, put in place a permanent structure, appropriately staffed and 
funded, to monitor and review the National Strategy for Sustainable 
Development on an ongoing basis, under the auspices of the National 
Commission for Sustainable Development, and hold an annual Confer-
ence with participation of major stakeholders to critically evaluate 
progress relating to the Strategy

Monitoring Monitoring and evaluation 
Tools

By 2008, establish and fund an entity responsible for compiling and 
evaluating sustainability indicators; this entity should work closely with 
the National Commission for Sustainable Development and the Na-
tional Statistics Office
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initiatives (e.g. SIMO, CAMP-Malta) described above, although it is assumed that 
these could provide crucial ‘groundwork’ in the development of such indicator sets. 

As noted above, the Strategy recognizes that the effective monitoring of sustainable 
development requires the compilation of appropriate indicators, but highlights a key 
limitation in that there is no state-funded body entrusted to develop sustainability 
indicators. Indeed, the initiatives described above were funded from external sources 
and led by the academic sector. Amongst the key targets established by the Strategy 
(NCSD, 2006), are the following: 

• Establish and fund an entity responsible for compiling and evaluating sustai-
nability indicators;

• Establish targets based on sustainability indicators for key sectors and use the 
indicators to assess the extent to which these targets are being reached;

• Set up a system of national reporting and monitoring related to sustainability 
indicators and present findings in a manner that can be easily understood and 
interpreted; 

• Hold an annual conference with the participation of major stakeholders to 
critically evaluate progress on the strategy, and present the conference report 
formally to the Prime Minister. 

The Strategy further emphasizes the need to place the compilation of sustainability 
indicators on a secure footing, with ongoing financial support, servicing the govern-
ment and stakeholders who wish to utilize such indicators. The role of indicators is 
also emphasized through a concluding provision highlighting the need for a parallel 
Action Plan to accompany the National Sustainable Development Strategy. An Action 
Plan is indeed described as a “prerequisite” which “needs to be drawn up with specific 
indicators and timeframes, thus rendering it amenable to regular monitoring”. 

3.2.3 
The use and influence of sustainable development indicators: interviews 

Eleven local professionals who are either involved in the production of sustainability 
indicators or who make regular use of sustainability indicators in their work were 
invited to discuss factors and issues which influence the use (or lack of use) of indi-
cators and ways in which these could be rendered more useful to potential end-users. 
The methodology applied in this research was the conduction of semi-structured 
interviews with individual participants having different roles and responsibilities in 
various local entities namely the Malta Tourism Authority (MTA); Malta Environment 
& Planning Authority (MEPA); National Statistics Office (NSO); The Ministry for 
Resources & Rural Affairs; Office of the Prime Minister and EIA Consultancy. Four 
out of the ten respondents interviewed make use of sustainability indicators in their 
work and are in this study referred to as users. Three practitioners responsible for 
designing indicators and formulating policy were also interviewed. Another three 
respondents are both users and practitioners of sustainability indicators. Their roles 
include managerial positions, officers within the government sector and consultants. 
The table 10 summarises this information.

Interview results: main issues 
On analysing the interview results, it was noted that similar issues relating to indica-
tor use in Malta were highlighted by different participants, with little disagreement 
amongst respondents. 
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Respondent Institution User/Practitioner

A MEPA: Resource Management Unit U + P

B MEPA: Resource Management Unit U

C MEPA: Resource Management Unit U + P

D MEPA: Environment Directorate U

E MEPA: Policy Coordination Unit P

F Malta Tourism Authority U + P

G Ministry for Resources & Rural Affair U

H Office of the Prime Minister U

I National Statistics Office P

J EIA Consultancy P

Table 10. Respondents and their roles.

1) Inappropriateness of EU indicator sets for the small island state of Malta. One major 
problem discussed was Malta’s status within the European Union and related 
implications for the use of indicators. Respondents highlighted the lack of 
applicability of specific indicators and related methodologies set by the EU 
for the local context. At the drafting stage, factors such as insularity and high 
population density in a small island context are not considered; as a result, 
indicator sets developed at European level are not adapted to the unique con-
text of Malta as a small island state. As a result, interviewees pointed out that 
their institutions have dedicated substantial time and resources to trying to 
obtain data to fit EU indicator sets, even if these have little utility in the local 
context. The score board or ranking systems set out by the EU to compare the 
performance of different countries in various sectors was cited as an exam-
ple. Locally, this system is being regarded as a destructive rather than as a 
constructive exercise because there are parameters that do not apply to Malta 
and it is felt that the various countries are not competing on level ground. The 
point was also raised that such measures almost take on a ‘marketing’ role 
as opposed to a ‘management’ role, being used by different countries to ‘sell’ 
their good performance. Respondents also discussed the subjectivity of cer-
tain indicators within existing indicator sets. For example, one of the indica-
tors used is eco-sustainability which is a very broad and subjective term and 
is also difficult to measure. The pragmatic utility of such measures was dis-
puted by respondents, who also noted that specific and tailor-made indicator 
sets should be politically negotiated to consider specific local requirements. 

2) Limited human and technical capacities, and the burden of EU reporting obligations. 
On a related point, respondents discussed the difficulties institutions face be-
cause of heavy reporting obligations to the EU, which, given a reality of lim-
ited technical and financial resources, leave little ‘extra’ capacity for adaptive 
management. As a result, even where data relating to sustainability indicators 
is collected, there is next to no feedback into the policy and management proc-
ess. Human resource and funding availability is a major constraint to the use 
of indicators at present, with all interviewees talking about the lack of staff 
and money to be able to make more extensive use of indicators. Reporting ob-
ligations were thus presented as placing demands on institutions, which they 
can barely meet with their available resources, and with the result that the 
results of reporting are not being used in any way to inform policy, but rather 
end up as “shelved reports” which are never made use of. 
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3) Lack of reliable data collection on a long-term basis. Lack of data availability is also 
considered to be a factor that is hindering the policy formulation process, and 
the use of existing indicator sets. Respondents spoke of data gathering being 
conducted primarily through time-definite projects - once the lifetime of a 
project ends (usually after 3-4 year periods), data collection stops. The issue 
of limited capacity was once again raised as a constraint preventing follow up 
after the end of projects. Fragmented data sets thus lead to difficulties in tak-
ing decisions based on trends. Given that certain past records have been lost 
or misplaced, the reliability of historical data being used was also drawn into 
question by some respondents. 

4) Lack of ‘institutionalisation’ of sustainability indicators. One respondent pointed 
out that within key local institutions, sustainability indicators are not a prior-
ity concern. As a result, their use or non-use is purely a matter of the individ-
ual practitioner’s abilities, experience of and/or interest in the subject. Even 
where the will to make use of indicators does exist, there is little institutional 
support and considerable bureaucratic hurdles for the acquisition of data. Var-
ious respondents also made a link between the lack of commitment to sustain-
ability indicators and inadequate attention paid to the concept of monitoring 
in general. Discussions highlighted respondents’ views that follow-up is rare 
in the policy arena, whether after a specific project, event or implementation 
of a policy, or through a continuous long-term process of monitoring through 
indicators. 

5) Inadequate local coordination and cooperation. Local coordination and coopera-
tion also emerged as a priority area of concern. There appears to be a lack of 
communication between different local entities (and even within the same 
local entities) giving rise to unnecessary repetition of work and double sourc-
ing. Data from past projects is also not integrated into mainstream policy 
systems, and efforts thus frequently duplicate existing work. To address 
these problems, many interviewees suggested the set-up of a dedicated team 
focusing on the use of sustainability indicators, and coordinating all relevant 
projects at a national level. Such a set-up could also provide for standardi-
sation of data collection and analysis. On related points, respondents also 
discussed the ineffectiveness of similar bodies which were set up in the past, 
including the Commission for Sustainable Development, and its draft Nation-
al Strategy for Sustainable Development. 

6) Political influences. The establishment of a centralised set-up for sustainability 
indicators was deemed unlikely in the present climate, given that sustainabil-
ity indicators are not being given their due importance by respective authori-
ties. Political interference in policy-making was highlighted, with the result 
that on occasion, policies which were functioning well were revoked. Many 
interviewees pointed out that politics permeates all aspects of life in Malta, 
and that sustainability indicators will not constitute a policy priority unless 
they are also given priority on political agendas. Interviewees also pointed 
out a local tendency for initiatives to remain half-baked; for instance, the 2006 
Sustainable Development Strategy is still being revised, and in its present sta-
te clearly notes that “the views expressed in the document do not necessarily reflect 
those of the Government of Malta”.

7) Public participation. Aspects of public participation were also discussed, and 
respondents were in agreement that the general public is rarely consulted 
about the use of indicators, or involved in discussions or workshops deal-
ing with the design, relevance and/or use of sustainability indicators. Public 
participation tends to take place when the process is practically complete. The 
absence of public participation in this field thus gives rise to a general feeling 
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of lack of ownership with regards to indicator use and interviewees expressed 
concern that therefore the whole meaning of sustainability and the objective 
of sustainability indicators is being compromised from the very start. 

8) Training. A government official also raised the point that our University 
degrees are too mono-disciplinary, and that graduates thus lack a true under-
standing of concepts of sustainability. As a result, when students join the work 
force, extra funds need to be allocated to teach students about the subject and 
about the significance of sustainability indicators.

3.2.4 
Summary: critical issues related to the use and influence of indicators

Following key insights emerge from the results:
• Indicator sets need to be politically negotiated to fit local requirements, and to 

contribute constructively to local policy-making, planning and management. 
• Experts from both social and scientific fields should be involved in the formu-

lation of indicators from the very start of the process. 
• Follow-up should be a fundamental consideration in any projects with a de-

fined time-frame. 
• A long-term monitoring programme, with dedicated funding, is essential to 

the effective use of sustainability indicators. 
• Formalised mechanisms for adaptive management and constructive feedback 

are essential, to avoid gathering data simply for the sake of data gathering. 
• Local authorities may wish to consider setting up an effective coordination 

unit whilst taking care to avoid creating a ‘new empire’; such a role could also 
be taken on by existing bodies. It would be crucial for any such unit to focus 
on coordination, rather than duplicating existing efforts or marginalizing 
existing entities. 

• There is a need to foster synergies between the University and practitioners, 
as well as between those working on different aspects of sustainability in dif-
ferent sectors. 

• Public participation should be enhanced and should take place earlier in the 
process, in order to foster a better understanding of sustainability indicators. 

The general response in this set of interviews was that there are critical issues 
related to the use and influence of sustainability indicators that need to be urgently 
addressed both at the EU and at the national level. Key directions for enhanced use 
and influence of indicators in Malta include (i) building financial and technical capaci-
ties, (ii) establishing a long-term institutional commitment to monitoring, adaptive 
management and the use of indicators, ( ii) reduced politicization of the policy proc-
ess, (iv) more effective coordination of efforts at various scales, and (iv) the design 
and use of context-specific indicators. 
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3.3 
Sustainable development strategies and 
indicators in the Slovak Republic
 
Authors: Zita Izakovičová, Zuzana Baránková, 
Daniela Babicová, Milena Moyzeová

3.3.1 
Background and history of sustainable development 
indicators and strategies in the Slovak Republic

A more notable promotion of the concept of sustainable development (SD) could be 
seen in the Slovak Republic after the Conference on Environment and Development in 
Rio de Janeiro (1992). The country has actively participated in the Rio Summit process. 
The methodology of landscape-ecological planning - LANDEP - was established in 
AGENDA 21, chapter 10, as one of the recommended methods for integrated ma-
nagement of natural resources. Slovakia declared its participation in the program of 
SD through the government resolution in 1992, aimed at implementation of the Rio 
conference results into development programs of individual resorts. 

The main subject responsible for implementation of SD in Slovakia is the Ministry 
of Environment SR - the central state administration body in the field of nature and 
landscape conservation, selected natural resources protection (geological and water 
resources, atmosphere), management of protected areas and waste management. 
The monitoring of the environment, information management and international 
co-operation in the field of environment belong to the main competences of the Min-
istry of Environment. Some of the competencies in the field of environment belong 
to the Ministry of Agriculture SR (protection of soil and forest resources, partially 
protection of water resources) and Ministry of Health SR (risks factors and health 
of citizens). To ensure sustainable development, it is necessary to involve the rest of 
sectors, especially those responsible mainly for economic dimension of sustainable 
development. Competency for the social dimension of sustainable development 
belongs to the Ministry of Labour, Social Affairs and Family. From the perspective 
of environmental education important body is Ministry of Education. In addition, 
scientific, educational and non-governmental organizations play important role in 
implementation of sustainable development. 

The significant progress in legislation supporting the implementation of sustain-
able development began after the Rio Summit. New legislation compatible with re-
quirements of the European Union was adopted, especially laws supporting rational 
utilization of natural resources and environment protection, e.g. Act on Environment, 
Air Act, Waste Management Act, Water Protection Act, Nature Protection Act, Euro-
pean Landscape Convention, Act on Environmental Impact Assessment etc. The term 
“sustainable development” was defined in the Act on Environment No. 17/1992 as 
“such development that satisfies needs of present generation without threatening the 
ability of future generations to satisfy their needs”.

In order to coordinate the implementation of sustainable development in the coun-
try as well as to strengthen international cooperation in this field and on the basis of 
the Government Resolution No. 78/1999, the Government Council for Sustainable 
Development was established. Its members include representatives of all ministries, 
representatives of the Slovak Statistical Office, and the Slovak Academy of Sciences. 
It has following essential tasks:
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• Coordinate individual subjects to enforce AGENDA 21 and the principles of 
SD and to evaluate SD indicators 

• Collaborate with the Government in enforcing AGENDA 21 and the princi-
ples of SD within the international context, to coordinate the activities of the 
Slovak Republic in relation to the UN Commission for Sustainable Develop-
ment

• Evaluate the interconnections of social, economic and environmental aspects 
in implementation of SD in the Slovak Republic.

Environmental policy
The “Environmental Policy Strategy” (SEPS) represents basic and first document 
concerning the implementation of sustainable development in Slovakia. This docu-
ment was prepared by Ministry of Environment, approved on 7th September 1993 by 
Government’s resolution No. 619 and consecutively approved by resolution No. 339 
of the National Council of SR on 18th November 1993. 

The SEPS is based on following documents: UN Conference on Environment and 
Development (especially Agenda 21); World Strategy of Sustainable Development; 
Environmental Action Program for Middle and East Europe; Declaration of Ministers 
of Environment within the UN Economic Commission for Europe and Commissioner 
of European Community responsible for the environment (Luzern 1993); international 
environmental agreements; and bilateral agreements on environmental co-operation 
and EU agreement (Maastricht 1992). SEPS is also derived from Constitution of the 
Slovak Republic.

The SEPS arises from analysis of the environment and its components. On this ba-
sis, SEPS determines priorities of the state environmental policy and states the aims 
for solving the problems of environment and its components. As it follows, activities 
that can help to achieve the greatest and fastest positive effect on environment are 
preferred by the state environmental policy. This influenced the priorities of SEPS, as 
well as issues such as air protection against pollutants (especially greenhouse gases) 
and global environmental safety; ensuring sufficient amount of drinking water and 
reduction of next water pollution below the permissible level; soil protection against 
degradation and ensuring safe foodstuffs and other products; minimization of waste 
production, its recycling and correct disposal; biological diversity conservation, pro-
tection and rational use of natural resources and optimization of the landscape spatial 
structure and utilization.

In respect to the mentioned SEPS priorities and principles, it is important to con-
cretize measures in individual resorts and on regional level. SEPS was more precisely 
elaborated and concretized in regional concepts of environment protection and also 
in the National Environmental Action Plan of SR (NEAP). NEAP is based on the 
Strategy (SEPS), principles and priorities of state environmental policy. The NEAP 
was approved by the Government Resolution No 350 of May 14, 1996. NEAP incor-
porates measures for achievement of goals of environmental strategy on the national 
level – it defines concrete legislative, organizational and educational measures, and 
assignees coordinators responsible for individual measures. The first NEAP was 
actualised in 1996 as National Environmental Action Plan II and in 2002 as National 
Environmental Action Plan II. The SEPS and NEAP represent the most comprehensive 
documents focusing on environmental protection and implementation of SD in the 
Slovak Republic.

Unfortunately, their main focus is usually only on environmental dimension of the 
sustainable development. To achieve its successful implementation, it is important to 
promote integrated approach that integrates three dimensions of SD – social, envi-
ronmental, and economic. Promotions of integrated sustainable development led to 
elaboration of the National Strategy of Sustainable Development of SR. The National 
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strategy was accepted by the Slovak Government on October 10th, 2001, and then by 
the National Council on April 3rd, 2002. 

From the perspective of SD implementation, the most important activity can be 
considered the realisation of the project Support of sustainable development in the 
Slovak Republic. The project was supported through the Development Programme 
of the United Nations Organisation (UNDP). In Slovakia the project was realised 
during 1999–2001 in three basic dimensions. First, the National Strategy of Sustain-
able Development - the aims of the project were focused on creation and approval of 
the sociable accepted and profitable National Strategy, created by participants of all 
groups of community. Second, the Regional Agenda 21 - central topic of the project 
was to elaborate the methodology of regional Agenda 21 and its application to the 
study area - middle river Hron basin. Its aim was based on analysis and evaluation 
of natural and socio-economic conditions of the region and current state of their uti-
lisation, to elaborate basic strategic objectives of development of the territory. Third, 
the Local Agenda 21 – in Slovakia were elaborated some examples of the studies of 
Local Agenda 21. One goal of these processes was to create indicators relevant for 
individual territorial units. 

The Slovak Republic Action Plan for Sustainable Development for 2005-2010 was 
approved by Slovak government resolution No 574 (13th July 2005). It emphasized the 
priorities and assignment which were resulting from the Slovak National Strategy for 
Sustainable Development. The Action Plan for Sustainable Development was elabo-
rated by the Government Office SR in cooperation with the competent ministries. The 
Action Plan expects the admission of the Lisbon Strategy Aims for the Slovak Republic 
and Economic Strategy of the Slovak Republic. Action plan fulfils the requirements of 
the European Commission for the clear assessment of the aims of SD. It is eligible to 
evaluate the aims more effectively. Co-operation and co-ordination between the addi-
tional activities and policies are also very important. Action Plan determines 14 main 
aims which are concrete for individual ministries. It allocates measurable indicators, 
terms, responsibility for their admission and ways of their financing. Many of defined 
SD indicators are broad ranged and in many cases it is difficult to distinguished, what 
values should be measured for specific indicator. Such indicators are for example in 
the environmental section (the number of elaborated and approved programmes of 
environment care, acceptance of NATURA 2000 by the EU, etc.)

Transfer of environmental principles into the economic and social spheres makes 
a part of the implementation of SD. Strategies, concepts and programs of the state 
policy concerning development of industry, business, tourism, power engineering, 
agriculture, forestry, transport and building were elaborated within the economic 
sphere. In the social sphere, the strategy of the state social policy was developed, 
defining objectives and priorities of social development in the SR according to the 
SD principles. Although the stated strategy declares to respect the SD principles in 
its concepts, in reality the concepts are too broad and most of the time they are not 
projected to concrete steps and measures that would assure implementation of SD 
in practice.

Indicators
From the aspect of evaluating the status and development it is eligible to use the 
indicators of sustainable development. Indicators are measurable quantities that 
provide information about development, trends of processes, which occur in society 
in qualitative and quantitative expression. They represent significant tools in the proc-
ess of evaluation of the state and development of society towards the SD. Indicators 
significantly contributes to determination of political objectives and control of their 
performance mainly in the field of environmental policy.
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After the Rio Summit the significant progress arose in the field of monitoring and 
evaluation of SD indicators. Several organisations devote to monitoring and evalua-
tions of SD indicators, among the most important:

• World bank – World Development Indicators (www. worldbank.org/data)
• UNO Millennium Development Goals Indicators 
    (http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/)
• UNEP – Global Environmental Outlook (www.unep.org/geo)
• OECD – OECD Environmental indicators (www.oecd.org/env)

In the Slovak Republic the central body for statistical monitoring and data collec-
tion and evaluation is Statistical Office SR. The evaluation of SD indicators is also 
performed by the Slovak Environmental Agency, which is the professional agency of 
the Ministry of Environment SR.

Process of implementation of SD indicators in the Slovak Republic was influenced 
by indicators developed by the Commission for SD UNO and by indicators developed 
by the European Commission. From 1995 onwards, in the frame of the Commission 
for SD UNO a special indicator programme is performed. In 1996 the European Com-
mission developed a proposal of 134 SD indicators belonging into four main groups 
of social (41 indicators), economic (23 indicators), environmental (55 indicators), and 
institutional (15 indicators).

Methodological letters for evaluation of indicators were initiated in so called Blue 
Book (UNCSD, 1996). From 1997 to1999 the testing of indicators was performed in 22 
countries. Testing was aimed to appropriate selection of indicators and ability of indi-
vidual countries to statistically evaluate these indicators. In approach of evaluation of 
individual countries there were recorded some differences, mainly as consequences 
of national particularities. In 2000 a new set of 57 indicators was proposed, divided 
into 15 themes and 38 subthemes (UNCDS, 2001). There were maintained four basic 
dimensions; environmental (19), social (18), economic (14) and institutional (6). As for 
2005-2007, the next process of reappraising of indicators was performed. It was stated, 
that a set of indicators proposed by UNO is possible to follow on international level, 
partially on national level (data accessibility 70 %), but it is not sufficient for evalu-
ation on regional level (only 37 % data accessibility). The output of the evaluation 
process was a new proposal of SD indicators divided into 14 themes, 44 subthemes, 
in which 50 core indicators, several additional indicators and development indicators 
were included.

In the connection with these processes in 1997 the Government of the Slovak Re-
public approved the plan of applying Agenda 21 and evaluation of SD indicators and 
for the first time determined the set of SD indicators. The Slovak Republic accepted 
the indicators published in Blue Book (UNCSD, 1996). For the Slovak Republic 125 
out of 132 indicators were relevant. These indicators were supposed to be regularly 
observed and monitored by the State statistical and information offices. They would 
thus reflect those domains that are within the limits of tolerance on one side, on the 
other side more effective measures would be applied for domains, where admissible 
limits were exceeded. Statistical office SR in coordination with relevant ministries 
should monitor these indicators.

On the base of this principle the Ministry of Environment SR developed Report 
Rio+10, which was prepared for World Summit on Sustainable Development in Jo-
hannesburg. On the base of SD indicators, the report evaluated the fulfilment of goals 
defined in the field of SD for the Conference on Environment and Development in Rio 
de Janeiro after 10 years from its realisation in the conditions of the Slovak Republic.

In 2004 the Statistical office SR developed a report on monitoring of the SD indica-
tors in Slovakia. This report evaluated the availability of data, their sources, agencies 
responsible for monitoring, but it did not evaluate the development of individual 
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indicators neither the development of the SR in context of SD. The report stated that 
the indicators did not fulfil the requirements for ensuring the objective and complex 
allowance of goals of the National Strategy of Sustainable Development.

The EU Sustainable development Strategy requires the Commission to develop 
indicators at the appropriate level of details to monitor progress with regard to each 
particular challenge. A first set of indicators was adopted by the Commission in 2005 
and further reviewed in 2007. Slovakia was evaluated together with other countries 
of the EU. The information were concentrated and evaluated by Statistical office SR.

After compiling the National Strategy of Sustainable Development and subsequent 
Operational Plan (2005), the Government determined the goal to develop and evalu-
ate database of basic SD indicators compatible with EU indicators, and to monitor 
the transition of the economy towards the SD. In reality this claim was not realised.

Currently, the SD indicators are monitored by two organisations Slovak Statistical 
Office and Slovak Environmental Agency. The Centre for Environmentalist and Infor-
mation (organisation of the Ministry of Environment SR) administrates its own web 
page (www.enviroportal.sk/indikatory) designated for evaluation of SD indicators 
on national level. Slovak Statistical Office statistically monitors the indicators that 
are conducted by Eurostat. The databases are provided also to Government Office 
and other organisations that are interested about it. Thus the Slovak Statistical Office 
creates certain statistical database for evaluation of indicators. Slovak Environmen-
tal Agency evaluates two groups of indicators, including indicators of sustainable 
development and environmental indicators.

Indicators of sustainable development come out of indicators of Agenda 21, indica-
tors of RIO+10 process, Lisbon indicators of EU and Indicators monitored and evalu-
ated on the level of UNO, and UN CSD indicators. Slovak Environmental Agency 
proposed 92 SD indicators. They are sorted into 4 main pillars, 26 problematics and 
56 themes of SD. From the whole number of indicators 9 are social, 65 environmental, 
15 economic and 3 institutional. From overall number of national indicators, 32 are 
more or less corresponding with the EU indicators. From 3 institutional indicators 2 
are identical with the EU indicators and almost half of economic and social indicators 
are identical with the EU indicators. The most significant are differences in environ-
mental indicators. Only 16 environmental indicators are comparable from the overall 
number of 65 indicators.

Within the group of environmental indicators there are evaluated:
• Indicators of nature components
• Indicators of cumulative problems of nature
• Indicators of factors of nature
• Indicators of nature protection and landscape creation
• Indicators of nature maintenance 
• Indicators of influences of sectors of economic activities to nature

Environmental indicators are evaluated by form of reports on state of nature and 
by form of indicator reports on state of nature (Indicator reports on nature, Indica-
tor sector reports). Slovak Agency of Environment prepares databases, reports and 
information for European Environmental Agency in Copenhagen, which evaluates 
indicators of sustainable development on the European level.

In 2000 there was developed a Catalogue of Environmental Indicators, in which 
indicators were processed according to D-P-S-I-R model. Later on the catalogue was 
actualised and elaborated to meta-information catalogue of environmental indicators. 
The catalogue was aimed only to record the indicators monitored and evaluated by 
EEA, OECD, EU, Eurostat and according to international agreements and conven-
tions. The structure of the catalogue list consisted from information about source, 
monitoring, mechanism of data collection, and data availability.
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The indicators monitored by the Slovak Environmental Agency have more theoreti-
cal meaning. They serve mostly as a source of information for professional institu-
tions; however, they do not serve for making decisions and creation of environmental 
policy.

Besides the above mentioned indicators there are often used also aggregated (inte-
grated) indicators (indexes), which allow comparing the countries according to one 
numerical value. The most well-known are indexes include Human development 
index (HDI) (UNDP, 1990-2006), Sustainability Dashboard index and Millennium 
Development Goals Index, Environmental sustainability index (ESI), Sustainable 
development index, and Wellbeing of nations index. These indexes were calculated 
on international level and were used for comparison of orientation of individual 
countries towards the SD. 

Besides the indicators on national level some attempts with evaluation of indicators 
on regional and local level can be found in Slovakia. In 2004 Slovak Environmental 
Agency developed a list of regional indicators. In total 35 indicators included 7 social, 
3 economic and 25 environmental indicators were included.

The first list of indicators on the local level was processed in year 2000 with the 
frame of the project Sustainable Towns/Regions in Slovakia (Huba et al., 2000): The 
indicator set consisted of 112 environmental indicators divided into 3 main areas and 
32 groups. Indicators were tested in two towns – town of Púchov and town of Spišská 
Nová Ves. As in 2003 Mederly et al. (2003) proposed indicators for evaluation of local 
Agenda 21. Those represented the framework list of 51 indicators (11 in social and 
institutional, 9 in economic and 20 in environmental area). 

In 2003 Regional Environmental Centre tested 10 European indicators in three 
Slovak towns (Púchov, Šaľš, Rimavská Sobota) in the frame of the project Evaluation 
of Common European Town Indicators (Hudeková and Mederly, 2003). During 2004 
to 2006 the Life Environment project “Sustainable Towns: Development and Reduc-
tion of Negative Impacts of Climate Change on the Life Quality and Environment in 
Towns” elaborated a new set of indicators. The proposal divided the SD indicators 
into 6 main themes, 2 partial themes and 59 indicators. Suggested indicators were 
tested in 6 towns in Slovakia (Mederly and Hudeková, 2005).

To summarize, the creation of indicators was in Slovakia has been conditioned 
and influenced by global trends. By ratification of conventions on the problematic of 
sustainable development the Slovak Republic undertook the responsibility to create, 
monitor and to evaluate the SD indicators. From the process of indicators evaluation 
point of view it can be stated, that although the Slovak Republic was from its begin-
ning a signatory of main documents from the Rio Conference in 1992 that oblige 
Slovakia also to monitor the SD indicators, in practice, this obligation was not applied 
till now. It is even in spite of several Government resolutions on applying of SD in-
dicators (Government’s resolutions No. 978/2001, No. 271/2004). These resolutions 
are to fill more in a formal way.

Furthermore, the creation of indicators in the Slovak Republic has been conditioned 
on two basic levels, scientific and political:

Scientific – scientists devote to creation of indicators in the frame of their scientific 
research and projects. Their main focus is aimed at theoretical aspects of creation of 
indictors, creation of indicators on national, regional and local level, creation of ag-
gregated indicators and evaluation of development of territorial units in sense of SD 
on the base of indicators 

Political – the first set of indicators approved by the Slovak Government was elabo-
rated by the Ministry of Environment SR (and commented also by other ministries). 
This set of indicators represented modified set of OECD indicators relevant for Slo-
vakia. Currently effective is the second set of indicators elaborated on the base of 
indicators from Eurostat. These indicators are monitored by Slovak Statistical Office. 
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In the frame of its research activities, the set of indicators was also elaborated by the 
Slovak Environmental Agency that is the professional organisation of the Ministry of 
Environment SR. The agency regularly monitors and evaluates the indicators mainly 
for the need of the resort of environment. The results are used for publishing yearly 
reports on state of environment. This information is used for preparation of reports 
by European Environmental Agency. 

3.3.2 
Methods and earlier studies

Document analyses and personal interviews were used as the basic research methods 
for evaluation of the utilisation of indicators in policy. Additionally, a questionnaire 
survey was used to chart the overall views on the current use of indicators in Slovakia.

Key documents related to SD indicators in Slovakia were evaluated through the 
document analysis and literature review (analysis of the articles and papers aimed 
at the evaluation of sustainable development policy) covering the period from 1992 
(after Rio Summit) until 2009 (see above). Only a few studies have been devoted to 
problematic of SD indicators in Slovakia. The studies are mainly oriented to:

• Creation of indicators on different hierarchical levels – what type of indica-
tors should be observed on individual hierarchical levels (such us indicators 
relevant for certain areas, etc). The problematic of creation, evaluation and 
use of indicators is in a concern of several professional organisations such us 
institutes of the Slovak Academy of Sciences and universities, and from NGOs 
mainly Regional Environmental Centre and Society for Sustainable Develop-
ment 

• Monitoring and evaluation of indicators on national or regional level (air 
quality, biodiversity in time horizons, etc.). The publication “Indicators of 
Sustainable Development” (Mederly, 2001) deals with application of evalu-
ation of UN CSD indicators in the Slovak Republic. Evaluation of indicators 
on national and regional level within three dimensions (environmental, social 
and economic) is also included in the publication “State of Selected Develop-
ment Indicators in the Slovak Republic” (Markova at al., 2001). Moyzeova and 
Izakovičová (1998) have evaluated indicators on regional level. The aim of 
this evaluation was to record the particularities in development of individual 
regions in context of SD. 

• Aggregated indicators, mainly the application of international aggregated in-
dicators in the conditions of the Slovak Republic. Since 1998 there are periodi-
cally processed National Reports on Human Development, which contain also 
statistical indicators of life quality. In 1999 there were also evaluated regional 
trends of human development on national level. Human development was 
evaluated in three basic dimensions: life expectancy, level of education and 
welfare (Vagač et al., 1999). As for 2000–2001, Slovak regions were evaluated 
on the base of integrated index of sustainable development. The aim was to 
evaluate development of 8 regions in Slovakia (autonomous regions) in the 
sense of SD and consideration of main differences and particularities (Huba 
et al., 2000). Index was calculated as a meaning value of 6 indexes, reflecting 
individual dimensions of SD: ecological, environmental, social, demographic, 
social and information- modernization.

None of the studies was directly devoted to the problematic of the use of indicators 
in environmental policy.
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Questionnaire
All together 19 respondents participated in the questionnaire research (10 men, 9 
women), 5 of them were scientists, 4 university teachers, 7 policy makers, 3 represen-
tatives of NGOs. Chosen stakeholders represented different types of organisations 
(producers, users of indicators) and different levels such us governmental (member 
of the parliament, former minister of the environment), regional (representatives of 
higher territorial units) and local level (majors). Overall 42 % of respondents were 
direct users of indicators and 37 % have interpersonal experience (application in 
educational process, argumentation, communication etc). The rest of respondents 
had personal experience. This research can be influenced by the fact, that awareness 
in the area of indicators of sustainable development is in many cases low and there 
is also problem to find stakeholders willing to participate in such research. 

The basic structure of the questionnaire was following: 
• Personal information
• Creation of indicators, whom are the basic subjects creating the indicators 
• Use of sustainable development indicators by stakeholders, whom are the 

stakeholders using the indicators, and for which purposes 
• Use of indicators in policy process, how are the indicators used in policy
• Use of indicators in practice, what are the reasons for use and non-use of indi-

cators.

Personal interviews
Interviews were realized directly after the POINT workshop, which was held in Smo-
lenice in April 2009. All interviewees were participants of the workshop focusing to 
the use of sustainable development indicators arranged by the POINT-project Work 
Package 6. The aim of the interviews was to consult, verify and fill in the information 
from the document analysis and from the questionnaire research, as well as to gain 
the opinions of basic stakeholders on given problematic. The personal interviews 
were made with 6 persons from following organisations:

• Slovak parliament, committee for environment and agriculture
• Educational organisation (Slovak Technical University Zvolen, UNESCO 

Chair for sustainable development and ecological awareness)
• Research organisation (Slovak Academy of Science)
• NGO (Regional Environmental Centre)
• Slovak Agency of Environment
• Municipality.

These organisations represent basic organisations in Slovakia that are devoting 
to creation, monitoring and evaluation of SD indicators. The interview themes are 
presented in Appendix 1.

3.3.3 
Results from the questionnaire and the interviews

The questionnaire showed that according the stakeholders, the European Union has 
the dominant position in creation of indicators in Slovakia, specifically in initiation 
process, and in creation of the structure and conception of individual indicators (Fig-
ure 4). In questionnaire research stakeholders perceive creation of indicators as an 
issue for participation of ministries which have competencies in SD problematic, and 
also experts from the civil and scientific institutions, and less important is the involve-
ment of NGOs and public. This was confirmed also by personal interviews. One of 
the interviewee thinks that the problematic of SD should be only in the competences 
of scientists and experts in the particular area only, and the users should participate 
only in the process of indicators commenting.
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Figure 4. Participation of different organizations on creation of indicators.
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Figure 5. Views on the utilisation of the sustainable development indicators by different organiza-
tions.

Indicators are used by several organisations. The purpose of their utilisation de-
pends from the character and orientation of organisation. (Petrovič et al., 2007). 
According to stakeholders the indicators are used the most by government and 
civil service institutions mainly for monitoring of the implementation of sustainable 
development and partially also for political argumentation. In the interviews the 
question of political argumentation was also discussed. Some interviewees pointed 
out on the risk of the purposive selection of indicators by politicians (the selection 
of those indictors, which are suitable for their political needs). Regional and local 
municipalities use the indicators mainly for communication with public and for the 
presentation of their activities and programmes. The SD indicators are also used in 
the scientific institutes for monitoring of the process of implementation and progress 
in the area of SD. The purpose of utilisation of indicators by different organisations 
and their influence is shown in Figure 5. 
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The indicators are utilised mostly for scientific purposes, political argumentation, 
monitoring of the process of implementation of sustainable development and evalu-
ation of the state of quality of environment. As already mentioned, the monitoring of 
the SD indicators in Slovakia is realized mainly by the Slovak Statistical Office and 
the Slovak Environmental Agency. However, this monitoring is not sufficient. Many 
of indicators are not evaluated because it is difficult to secure data (e.g. biodiversity, 
information about utilisation of the fertilizer by individual units, information about 
soil contamination etc.). Evaluation of indicators is realised only partially, mainly in 
the field of environment. The information about development of individual nature 
components are regularly monitored and annually published in the Reports on Envi-
ronment. In spite of the fact, that more sets of indicators were developed, those were 
mostly on-shot works without longer time monitoring. Many indicators are also dif-
ficult to monitor due to time and financial demanding research and the need of special 
research realised by expert teams. In Slovakia the concept of SD is not understand as a 
cross-section problematic integrating social, environmental and economic aspect. The 
effective coordination among individual units – governmental, regional, municipal, 
etc. absents in the establishment and monitoring of SD indicators

The utilisation of the SD indicators in the real practice in Slovakia is very poor. 
The most of the questionnaire respondents stated that the indicators are ineffective 
and very formal. They are rather perceived that they exist, and less they are used for 
political decisions and political argumentations (Figure 6).

The utilisation of indicators in environmental policy is very formal. The indicators 
are mostly used in process of planning, creation of strategic documents, fulfilment 
of international agreements, political discussion and monitoring, that serves as da-
tabase for several national and international organisations. The expression “Sustain-
able development” is popular among the politicians mainly in their political speech 
or creation of political programmes. The interviewees’ perception on the use of the 
term of sustainable development highlights formal and often purposive use such 
us “used in politics as fashion slogan”, “empty gestures”, etc. Most of the question-
naire respondents considered indicators are used in policy on monitoring (N=14) 
or planning (N=12) purposes while some (N=8) considered that indicators are used 
to initiate policies. Only three respondents considered that indicators are utilised in 
discussions about policies.

Figure 6. Views on the use of indicators.
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Figure 7. Views on the utilisation of sustainable development indicators in real practice.
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As resulted also from personal interviews, indicators in the Slovakia have only par-
tial or no influence on political decisions on national level and they are not effectively 
utilised in policy process (Figure 7). In their utilisation dominates more administrative 
aspect. Based on the interviews, the indicators are used more effectively on regional 
or local level. This depends on initiatives and awareness of people in leading posi-
tions in regional or local administrative units. However, these are rather individual 
activities on voluntary base. The results describing the use, influence and impact of 
SDIs in Slovakia based on the interviews are summarized in Table 11. 
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Table 11. Utilisation of indicators by different organisations that emerged from the interviews.

Organisation Function Use Influence Impact

Executive-
government 

Creation of documents, perfor-
mance of commitments resulting 
from international agreements 

Support and creation of 
political decisions, cre-
ation of environmental 
policy

Collective Direct: Performance of policy, 
performance of international 
commitments, improvement of 
conditions
Indirect: formation of environ-
mental friendly government

Ministries Communication with media, 
monitoring of process of imple-
mentation of sustainable deve-
lopment, evaluation of quality of 
environment 

Support and creation of 
political decisions, cre-
ation of environmental 
policy

Collective Direct: influencing of sectoral 
policies

Regional  
municipalities

Creation of documents, com-
munication with other subjects, 
argumentation, communication 
with media, evaluation of quality 
of environment

External application Collective Direct: improvement of perfor-
mance of regional policy, impro-
vement of life conditions

Local  
municipalities

Creation of documents support 
of own decisions, evaluation of 
quality of environment

Internal application, for 
their own needs

Collective Direct: improvement of perfor-
mance of local policy, improve-
ment of life conditions

Scientific  
institutions

Research, creation and testing of 
indicators, forwarding them to 
other subjects, providing infor-
mation for educational process

External application, com-
munication with other 
organisations
Internal application – for 
own work

Interpersonal Direct: Influencing the conscious-
ness, innovations
Indirect: Improvement of condi-
tions, Influencing the conscious-
ness, change of behaviour

Slovak  
Environmental 
Agency

Creation, monitoring and eva-
luation of indicators, providing 
information for other subjects, 
evaluation of quality of environ-
ment

External application,  
communication with  
other organisations

Interpersonal Direct: Performance of policy, 
increasing the environmental 
awareness 

Educational 
institutions

Transfer of information to public External application, com-
munication with other 
organisations

Interpersonal Direct: increasing the environ-
mental awareness, strengthening 
skills
Indirect: change of behaviour

Statistical  
office

Monitoring of indicators, cre-
ation of documents, providing 
information for government and 
institutions

External application – 
providing information 
Internal application – cre-
ation of documents 

Interpersonal Direct: fulfilment of goals and 
international agreements, perfor-
mance of policy

NGO Utilisation in external communi-
cation with other organisation, 
persuasion and argumentation 

External application Interpersonal Direct: increasing the awareness, 
improving conditions
Indirect: Change of behaviour

Church Perception and forwarding the 
indicators

Internal application –  
perception

Interpersonal Direct: increasing the awareness
Indirect Change of behaviour

Public Perception of indicators Internal application –  
perception

Individual Indirect: Change of behaviour

3.3.4 
Summary: critical issues related to the use and influence of indicators

Based on the interviews, questionnaire and the document analysis, the following basic 
barriers and key factors of use and influence of indicators in the Slovak Republic can 
be identified:

• Persisting formal approach to the implementation of sustainable development. The 
Slovak Republic has declared accession to the implementation of SD, but the 
concrete steps of its realization are slow or ineffective - the weak support of 
SD programs, unwillingness to change the current developmental paradigm, 
low level of tools supporting the SD implementation (i.e. legal standards, eco-
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nomic instruments, environmental education forming the ecological aware-
ness of the population etc.); The term “sustainable development” is popular 
also in policy (speech and debates, programmes of many political parties). 
The indicators are often purposively selected and interpreted. For example 
indicators of unemployment often use different sources and databases. 

• The policy makers are not able to implement the scientific results into real practice, 
the scientific language is very different from language of the policy makers, 
and the implementation of the environmental measurements is not popular 
in the society. Many indicators are defined in complicated way; they are very 
detailed and difficult to understand for policy makers and other stakehold-
ers, mostly aggregated indicators. Political representatives do not always 
understand the terms by which individual indicators are characterised (e.g. in 
the area of biodiversity protection and creation of NATURA 2000). This also 
leads to the preferential use of a certain type of indicators such us economic 
and social over environmental ones. It is also conditioned by traditional use of 
statistical rates in economic and social area, such as GDP, demographic indica-
tors, indicators of census etc.

• Poor level of coordination among individual bodies and weak international coopera-
tion in the implementation of sustainable development. The SD indicators and 
databases are not always in accordance among the EU countries and there is 
absence of internationally valid limit standards for the utilization of natural 
resources as well as for the operation of hazardous substances endanger-
ing the quality of natural resources and the environment, non-respecting of 
international agreements, insufficient control of their performance etc. Many 
of defined indicators are not evaluated also due to lack of data. 

• Non-effective coordination among individual units – government, regional and 
local municipalities, etc. At the national level the monitoring of indicators is 
mainly in the competencies of the Statistical Office and the Slovak Environ-
mental Agency. Some of the monitoring indicators are identical, some are dif-
ferent. Both institutions have their own data sources so differences are likely 
to occur also at this level. Besides the above mentioned institutions the SD 
indicators development is also in the concern of some of the scientific institu-
tions and NGOs, however their initiatives are not systematic, and are based 
mainly on the individual projects. Many of the initiatives are duplicated, 
which makes the orientation in this problematic even more difficult.

• The number of SD indicators is very high, but many of them are not effective and 
their utilisation in practice is poor. They are often functioning as formal statis-
tical parameters. Several interviewees pointed out the preferential use of some 
indicators, mainly those which are easily statistically monitored. The risk of 
inappropriate political argumentation is in the choice of indicators with posi-
tive values, and of neglecting those with negative values.

• Some indicators are not regularly observed and evaluated because of the time and 
resource consuming monitoring and data collection (e. g. monitoring of biodi-
versity changes, soil contamination, vegetation damage). There are often, not 
defined exact methods of data collection and evaluation and data can also be 
subjectively evaluated, thus the results may depend on the way of evaluation 
by certain subject. There is also problematic regular monitoring of indicators, 
such us already mentioned indicators of biodiversity or soil contamination. 
Such indicators cannot objectively express the regional differences.

• Absence of uniform system of regional indicators as the basic parameters of SD, 
which are valid, used and regularly evaluated in all regions. Indicators are 
not modified for specific regional and local conditions of the territory despite 
the fact, that SD indicators are often used in regional and local policies such 
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us indicators of regions/municipalities development, creation of regional and 
local politics and strategic documents such us Plans of economic and social 
development, and also in political argumentations for gaining the financial 
resources etc, as indicated by the questionnaires and interviews. Usually only 
selected indicators are used, which are monitored and evaluated for particular 
region/municipality. This process is not coordinated at the national level and 
the use of indicators at the regional or local level depends mainly from the 
orientation of regional or local politics.

• Problems of understanding of the sets of indicators as integrated indicators. It is 
a question about utilisation of the indicators, analytical versus aggregated 
indicators. There is a need to elaborate smaller number of aggregated indica-
tors. The stakeholders’ opinions differed about the use of aggregated indica-
tors over analytical ones. Aggregated indicators were preferred by scientists; 
however politicians suit more analytical indicators, as there are broader pos-
sibilities for their interpretations. Scientists argued that aggregated indicators 
are less possible to misuse because they give exact coefficients. However, the 
monitoring of aggregated indicators is difficult, as it represent the synthesis 
of several input indicators and requires qualified evaluation. Therefore these 
indicators are seldom monitored in Slovakia. One of the stakeholders (math-
ematician) was very critical towards the use of aggregated indicators, as it can 
lead to disproportionate generalization and hiding of significant differences.

• The awareness of stakeholders about the indicators is rather low. In spite of consid-
erable popularisation, the SD problematic is still not well known among the 
public. Many of those who know the problematic are sceptic and perceive the 
SD more as political phrase, or a term for philosophical debates. For example, 
many of the interviewees described sustainable development as “fashion” 
or just “a phrase”. From this aspect point of view it is difficult to involve the 
public into the creation and evaluation of individual indicators. 
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4    Barriers and possibilities of indicator 
use and influence

Authors: Jari Lyytimäki, Petrus Kautto, Janne Rinne

4.1 
Current use of sustainable development indicators
The results from country studies clearly show that there are great differences between 
European countries in the development, use and influence of SD indicators. Besides 
geographical, cultural and general political differences the variation can be partly 
explained by different processes of producing indicators. Finland in particular has 
relatively well established procedures to prepare, disseminate and update sustaina-
bility indicators while other countries studied here have less experience and very 
limited resources for such work. However, also in Finland the limited and diminishing 
resources have been identified as a key challenge (VTV, 2010).

The variation of the content of indicator sets between countries and between the 
supra-national (EU) and national level is high, as demonstrated also in earlier studies. 
According to the study by Eurostat (2007b) the number of indicators used in national 
sustainable development strategies range from 12 in France to 190 in Italy. The aver-
age number of quantitative indicators used in national SDS is 77. As noticed in the 
Eurostat study, hardly any of the EU-level indicators are identical with the indicators 
in the national level SD strategies. 

The country level analyses conducted here demonstrate that there is a need to 
tailor indicator sets to fit the local needs and circumstances. Especially the interviews 
in Malta showed a high level of criticism towards attempts to harmonise national 
indicator sets on a European level. Maltese experiences showed that the need to ful-
fil the EU reporting obligations may leave little resources for developing indicators 
that would be more relevant locally. There is evidently a trade-off between EU-wide 
harmonization and regional relevance or ‘subsidiarity’ of indicators and their uses. 
On the other hand, the interviewed EU-level experts and policymakers recognized 
that collecting comprehensive European-wide statistics is very slow, which reduces 
the timeliness of indicators.

One general finding from the analysis is the importance of the institutionalisa-
tion of the ‘indicator industry’, i.e. the formation of the organisations and practices 
for SD indicator production. Our results show that in countries with relatively long 
traditions of SD indicator production (such as Finland) and at the EU-level, many 
(but not all) practices for producing indicators to monitor SD strategies are relatively 
well established. These practices largely determine the current instrumental use of 
SD indicators. The results indicate that the indicators have at least some influence 
and impact on the formulation of SD strategies at the national and supranational 
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level. However, the direct instrumental use of indicators, and related influences and 
impacts, are mainly confined inside the ‘indicator industry’.

Both on national level and on EU level the division between indicator developers 
and users is not clear-cut. Many of the users of the SDIs have taken part in the de-
velopment of indicators. This participation is likely to increase the use of indicators 
by the participants. Generally, our results support the proposition by Gudmundsson 
et al. (2009) that broad participation of stakeholders in indicator design enhances 
the intended instrumental use of the indicators. Also other experiences from local 
level indicator initiatives strongly suggest that the participation by end-users is a 
key precondition of the successful use of indicators (Mickwitz and Melanen, 2009). 
However, if only a limited number of people and institutions are involved in the in-
dicator processes, the full inclusion of the various dimensions of sustainability issues 
may be compromised. This may lead to the development of indicators that are not 
considered as relevant or interesting by those who have not been directly involved 
with the development process.

SD indicators may be useful in assessing and outlining sustainability strategies, but 
the wider use, influence and impact generally remain low (see also Ramboll, 2009). 
However, our analysis concentrated mainly on the views and experiences of the actors 
involved with the production of SD indicators and of actors that can be considered 
as their intended users. In addition to direct use by these groups, SD indicators may 
be used in non-instrumental ways, involving indirect and non-intended uses by 
other, also unexpected groups of actors (Gudmundsson et al., 2009). Identifying and 
evaluating these uses, groups and effects remains an important challenge for further 
research and development. Studies focusing only on the people, products and insti-
tutions directly involved with the current SD indicators are unlikely to discover and 
facilitate the full spectrum of the types of use and influence of indicators.

4.2 
Barriers to use and influence of indicators
The lack of resources was seen as one of the key impediments to the use of the indi-
cators especially at the national level. It was expressed that the use of indicators is 
hindered simply because of the insufficient resources available to produce (especially 
in Slovakia) and disseminate (especially in Finland) the indicators. However, it may be 
unrealistic to expect an immediate and substantial increase of funding for SD indica-
tor work. Therefore the efficient use of existing resources is increasingly important. It 
may also be argued that lack of resources is not the essential barrier in comparison to 
fundamental issues in the ingenuity of the messages of indicators and in the receptiv-
ity of their uses, users and use contexts, and that given such prerequisites and broader 
views of utility, also with less resources much improvement can be accomplished. 

Fostering the creation of strong institutions for producing and communicating 
indicators is vital for ensuring the continuity in the efforts to enhance the use of in-
dicators. As shown by the experiences from all three country cases, the fragmented 
and project based indicator development model easily leads to lack of continuity and 
inefficient use of indicators. This is because indicators produced by individual projects 
are often forgotten soon after the project that produced the indicators has ended. The 
short duration of individually funded indicator projects makes it difficult to establish 
long-term relationships with key stakeholders, e.g. journalists. 

On the other hand, project-based indicator development may help to adopt new 
insights and to force to take into account the evolving knowledge base and chang-
ing environmental, economic and social trends. A combination of institutionalized 
indicator production processes and a project-based approach focusing on finding 
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and experimenting with new kinds of indicator-based approaches may provide the 
most cost-efficient model for indicator work. However, it is important to note that 
SD projects have a tendency to arise from and reflect a dominant mindset which may 
forestall the emergence of novel insights and powerful new narratives on sustain-
ability (Bell and Morse, 2006). Thus, there is a tension - and interaction - between a 
rigidly fixed and flexibly varying approach to SDIs that is akin to the choices between 
a ‘total’ and incremental planning approach (Hildén, 1997). This tension combines 
conceptual and policy factors and barriers in indicators and their uses.  

The choice of indicators in SD strategy assessments is mainly guided by technical 
issues, i.e. what data and methods are available, rather than by normative issues, 
i.e. what should be assessed (McCool and Stankey, 2004). Between and overlapping 
with these, fundamental concepts and ‘first principles’ issues can be discerned that 
are neither technical but generally methodological, nor normative but to do with re-
flection and deliberation on the state and development of the world. The interviews 
indicated that the multidimensional and holistic nature of the concept of sustainable 
development is a great challenge for the use and influence of SD indicators. As one 
interviewee representing the EU level pointed out, SD is currently perceived as just 
one among the many policy areas in the EU, despite the core idea that it should be an 
overarching objective cutting across all policies. As emphasized by some interviewees, 
the essence of sustainable development is the synergy between social, environmental 
and economic goals, but currently very few indicators are actually capable to express 
the synergies and trade-offs. As proposed by Gudmundsson et al. (2009), this focus on 
narrow and often sector-based indicators may lead to more credible but less legitimate 
indicators, and overlook cross-sectoral issues.

4.3 
Suggestions to enhance indicator use and influence
The use of indicators could be enhanced by reconsidering what an indicator is and 
‘does’. Many of the current SD indicators are very close to statistics, and in many 
cases they are derived directly from national statistics systems. This may increase the 
reliability of the indicators, but it also may lead to indicators that do not address the 
variable and sometimes rapidly changing information needs of the potential users. 
Because of this dominance of statistical approach, indicator producers may hesitate 
to publish proxy indicators when accurate, reliable and timely long term data are not 
yet available. Seeing indicators as ’indications of something’ (diagnostics, guideposts) 
rather than ’measurements of something’ (in a static and detached sense) could help 
to harness the full communicative capacity of indicators even when the information 
base is incomplete. 

Related to this communicative aspect, one of the barriers of the influence of indica-
tors emphasized by several interviewees was the limited ability of the indicators to 
‘tell stories’ that people, decision-makers and institutions can relate to. This line of 
development becomes more important as indicators are increasingly seen as part of 
participative, open-ended and adaptive processes of reflection and deliberation, and 
provides clues for overcoming barriers and enhancing indicator use. SDIs then as-
sume more the role of heuristic devices and ’discussion starters’ instead of pretending 
to provide definite answers to complex and uncertain questions on a conventional 
notion of knowledge and government. However, intelligent and practical combina-
tion of such new and traditional notions and uses of indicators also becomes a key 
development need which can be met by experimentation and multi-actor discussion.

The level and type of the influence of indicators depend largely on what kind of 
use and influence is considered as relevant. The design of indicators should therefore 
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explicitly include consideration of their potential use and input into policy. If the SDIs 
are considered solely as an evaluation and monitoring tool of SD strategies – as they 
were by some of the interviewed EU-level civil servants – their use in the analysed 
case studies can be seen as something of a success. By contrast, if SDIs are considered 
as a communication tool – as some other civil servants did – their use seems to have 
been scarce and their influence weak. A natural development need and opportunity 
thus seems to be to better combine such restricted instrumental and broadly informa-
tive and communicative roles of SDIs in their development and application.

Improving the interaction between indicator practitioners and the media was 
raised by interviewees at both national and EU level. Several interviewees admitted 
that the potential of media and dissemination had not been sufficiently considered 
while designing indicators, and the low media visibility of SDIs emerged as a prob-
lem from all cases. Media visibility is increasingly important for the indicator work 
because of the ability of mass media to set the public and policy agenda. Suggestions 
for increasing the media visibility included e.g. visually appealing and clear presenta-
tion of indicators, timely updates and continuous interaction with editors. However, 
also more general and structured strategic approaches to the multi-dimensional and 
hard-predicted interactions with media would be needed, in relation to increasing 
emphasis on the communicative functions of SDI and their links with policy functions.

Based on our results, several practical suggestions for the improvement of the use 
and influence of indicators can be outlined. Many of these can be developed in a rather 
straightforward manner from observed barriers to use which include issues such as 
the non-participatory process of indicator production and detachment of indicator 
production process from policy processes, related lack of policy-relevant indicators, 
consequent lack of interest and capacity to use indicators, and their poor technical 
quality and lack of clarity. In practice, the choice of the indicators is strongly depend-
ent on the statistics and other information available. However, attention to the policy 
and other uses is crucial in order to succumb to a vicious circle of data dominance that 
would be incompatible with the policy-oriented and reflexive basic tenets of sustain-
able development. Otherwise indicators may be produced as an end in themselves 
and released in inappropriate ways or at inappropriate timing, or methods used to 
communicate the indicators may not match the needs of the target audience.

The document analysis showed that the timeliness of the indicators in Finland and 
at EU level did not substantially increase during the last decade. Especially indicators 
providing long time series and allowing comparison between all EU countries are 
needed. This can be seen as a critical question, in particular to enable the detection of 
long-term trends in broad Europe-wide phenomena. More timely indicators would be 
aided by more limited sets of them and by less focus on the kind of SDIs that require 
tedious data collection and processing. 

There is also a lack of scientifically and/or politically justified target levels, refer-
ence values or threshold levels for indicators. Together with relatively short time-
series, the lack of targets may make it difficult for the user to comprehend the pace 
and magnitude of the changes. Our findings support the conclusion of Niestroy (2005) 
and others who have noted the weak link between indicators and objectives which 
is likely to reduce the salience of indicators. To overcome this barrier, again a com-
bined development is needed of both the scientific basis, but in a more use-oriented, 
policy-driven mode, and of the goal-setting as well as implementation, evaluation 
and associated deliberation procedures in governance. 

The majority of the interviewees expressed the view that technical improvement 
of SDIs, like better timeliness, would make SDIs more used and more influential. 
However, several interviewees also noted that technical improvements will not guar-
antee that the indicator will be used, since the communication process and the policy 
context also condition indicator use. It seems that this critical point for the use and 
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influence of SDIs should receive more attention within the ‘indicator industry’. Cur-
rently, the production and use of indicators is based on an ideal of one-way delivery 
of information from producers to consumers instead of participatory approaches 
aiming at two-way and other non-linear and variable interactions, also indirect and 
not well-defined (cf. Rosenström, 2009; Mickwitz and Melanen, 2009).

The interviewees evoked the need to redefine the concept of sustainable develop-
ment. The vagueness of the concept and the lack of focus were considered as problems 
when communicating SD indicators; but they are also problems when designing 
and applying them. One of the practitioners thought that SD is already too much 
dominated by environmental concerns, whereas another interviewee was in favour of 
redefining SD as environmental, not social, development. Thus, there clearly exists a 
need to continue discussion on the content of SD. However, it seems that unambigu-
ous and crystal clear definitions that would be accepted by all parties are an unattain-
able goal. It has been maintained that since its introduction in the 1980s, the concept 
of sustainable development has lost a lot of its power as rhetorical innovation and 
thus ability to steer and inspire action (Hartley, 2008). New conceptual and practical 
approaches to sustainability may restore this rhetorical power. In particular, the inher-
ent ambiguity of SD due to the overarching breadth and complexity of the concept 
can be turned from a complication to an opportunity and asset, if indicators are not 
required to give the one and only right answer but are realized as tentative pointers 
– indicators in the general sense of the word, at once more humbly (not requiring too 
much of them) and ambitiously (not relegating them to mere yardsticks). In any case 
indicators could play an important role in this continuous process of redefining SD, by 
providing means of concretely representing different dimensions of the sustainability.
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Appendix 1. POINT WP4.1 General interview themes and questions

Questions for civil servants and other end-users:

Use of indicators 
• Do you use indicators in your work? If yes, what kind of indicators measuring 

sustainability you use?
• If you do use indicators, what factors affect your choice of sustainability indi-

cators to use? (i.e. why use one indicator set but not another?)
• For what kind of purposes? At what phase of your work (policy preparation, 

monitoring etc.)? Can you give concrete examples of use?
• What has / Who have mainly supported the use?
• If you are not using SDIs (or certain indicators) in your work, why not? 

Actual / potential effects of using indicators
• What kind of actual impacts / influences / effects of indicator use you can 

identify? 
• Have these been in line with your expectations (some of the expectations have 

been written down in the indicator publications etc.)? On what basis?
• What kind of unexpected (positive or negative) impacts you can mention?
• What kind of barriers there are for use of SDIs? What or who has been the 

main reason for non-use? Is there someone who is benefitting from this (non-
use)?

• In what ways could sustainability indicators be made more useful to you? 

Possibilities to enhance the use and barriers of use
• If you are not presently using indicators, do you see any positive potential 

for future use of sustainability indicators? Are there key areas where you feel 
sustainability indicators would make a particularly useful contribution? 

• What kind of indicators you would use? What should be changed to encou-
rage you to use indicators? Or to people to use them more in general? What 
would make them more useful (timeliness, spatial focus, visual appearance, 
pressure / impact, time-lags, availability…)? Please give concrete examples if 
possible.

• Should we use indicators more? Should we use indicators differently?
• What kind of disadvantages the use of indicators can have? Or the construc-

tion of indicators? Is their use away from something? What does their use 
cover? Is it obstacle for change in some relations? Please give concrete examp-
les if possible.

(Additional questions if not raised by the respondent)
• Data availability
• Criteria for useful indicator

Questions for practitioners (people who have been 
involved in SDI formulation etc.)

Use of indicators
• If you have been involved in indicator development yourself, how do you 

see their use? Who is using them? How? For what kind of purposes? At what 
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phase of work (policy preparation, monitoring etc.)? Can you give concrete 
examples of use?

• What has / Who have mainly supported the use?
• With whom you have developed the indicators? Describe the process, please. 

When has the co-operation been most successful? What kind of obstacles the-
re has been?

• In the process of developing indicators, was consideration given to their 
potential use? In what way? (e.g. consultations, discussions with targeted 
end-users?) Were indicators developed with particular user groups in mind? 

Actual / potential effects of using indicators
• What kind of impacts / influences / effects of indicator use you can identify? 

Please give reasons…
• Have these been in line with your expectations (some of the expectations have 

been written down in the indicator publications etc.)? On what basis?
• What kind of unexpected impacts you can mention?
• What kind of barriers there are for use of SDIs? What or who has been the 

main reason for non-use? Is there someone who is benefitting from this (non-
use)?

Possibilities to enhance the use and barriers of the use
• What efforts have been made to communicate and disseminate information 

about sustainability indicators to potential end-users? Are such efforts on-
going, and has there been any initiative to review the effectiveness of such 
communication efforts? (seeking to answer the question ‘could it be that some 
potential end-users do not use indicators because they are not sufficiently 
aware of them’?)

• What should be changed to encourage people to use them more? What would 
make them more useful? Please give concrete examples if possible.

• Should we use indicators more? Should indicators be used differently?
• Is there any process underway or planned to review the use and usefulness 

of indicators and to revise these accordingly? Is there an established metho-
dology for evaluating and implementing sustainability indicator use? Who is 
involved in the process of review and evaluation?

• Are the indicators evaluated by the stakeholders? If yes, what stakeholders 
and how this evaluation affects the indicator development?

• What kind of disadvantages the use of indicators can have? Or the construc-
tion of indicators? Is their use away from something? What does their use 
cover? Is it obstacle for change in some relations? Please give concrete examp-
les if possible.

(Additional questions if not raised by the respondent)
• Data availability
• Criteria for useful indicator
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The ambitious goal of sustainable development indicators is to provide information crucial 

to political decision-making and to the general public. How well is this goal achieved? Are 

indicators used and how, and what kind of influences and impacts follow from their use? 

What factors shape their uses and influences? 

The EU project POINT (Policy Influence of IndicaTors) aims to find answers to these ques-

tions. This report presents the results from case studies focusing on the use of Sustainable 

Development Indicators on various levels of governance. The European Union’s sustainable 

development strategy and related indicators are used to illustrate the international level. 

National-level results are based on case studies in Finland, Malta and Slovakia. Using docu-

ment analyses and interviews of key actors and stakeholders, barriers and possibilities to 

enhance the use of indicators are outlined.
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