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The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were established following the UN Millennium 

Declaration, which was approved by the UN General Assembly in September 2000. Described 

by some as the “world’s biggest promise,”1 they set out a series of time-bound targets to be 

achieved by the international community by 2015, including a halving of extreme poverty, a 

two-thirds reduction in child mortality, a three-quarter reduction in maternal mortality, and 

universal primary education. The MDGs were, however, often criticized for having a “blind 

spot” with regard to inequality and social injustice.2 Worse, they may even have contributed to 

entrenched inequalities through perverse incentives. As some have argued, in order to achieve 

progress toward the MDG targets at the national level, governments focused their attention on 

the “easy to reach” populations and ignored more marginalized, vulnerable groups.3 The aim 

of this essay is examine the extent to which this widespread criticism has been successfully 

addressed in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), approved by the UN General 

Assembly in September 2015.  

All of the main proposals for the post-2015 development framework tried to correct this 

perceived blind spot in the MDGs with respect to inequality. First, there was greater emphasis 

on “universal” or “zero-based” targets, which specify a target of zero for negative outcomes 

(for example, the eradication of income poverty) or 100 percent for positive outcomes (for 

example, universal access to education). The report of the High-Level Panel on the Post-2015 

Development Agenda proposed targets for eradicating $1-a-day poverty; for universal 
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achievement of minimum learning standards; and for universal access to lower secondary 

education, food, and drinking water, among other necessities.4 The important thing about 

universal or zero-based targets is that they can only be met at the national level if they are met 

by all groups within the population—thus offsetting the perverse incentives problem. If met, 

they would also ensure a certain degree of “substantive” equality, at least in terms of people’s 

access to basic goods and services.  

Second, greater emphasis was placed on the disaggregation of targets and indicators. 

Although the documentation for the MDGs clearly states that indicators needed to be 

disaggregated by gender and between rural and urban areas, most post-2015 proposals called 

for more extensive disaggregation, including by income group, geographical location, age, and 

disability status, as well as by gender and rural/urban location.5 This would allow persistent 

inequalities in outcomes such as health status or educational attainment, which reflect past or 

ongoing discrimination, to be detected and addressed. It was also argued that disaggregating 

indicators alone is not enough; targets also need to be disaggregated in some way, particularly 

those that do not necessarily have to be met by all groups within the population. For example, 

the report of the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network argued that its proposed 

targets for reducing child and maternal mortality should be met for “every subpopulation,” and 

not just at the national level.6 

Fourth, there were proposed targets for reducing income inequality. This included calls 

for a target for reducing income inequality within countries, measured for example by the Gini 

coefficient or the Palma index.7 The Gini coefficient is a widely used measure of income 

inequality that varies between 0 (indicating perfect equality) and 1 (indicating perfect 

inequality). The Palma index is another measure of income inequality, equal to the ratio of the 

share of national income received by the richest 10 percent of the population to the share 

received by the poorest 40 percent of the population. There were also some calls for a target 



for reducing international income inequality, although the only concrete proposal was that the 

global Palma income inequality index should be reduced by 25 percent.8 These proposals, 

however, were contentious. The report of the High-Level Panel, for example, argued against a 

target for addressing in-country income inequality on the grounds that “countries differ widely 

both in their view of what levels of income inequality are acceptable and in the strategies they 

adopt to reduce it.”9 Others argued that a target for in-country income inequality was 

unnecessary, given the strong instrumental importance of reducing income inequality toward 

the achievement of targets for eradicating income poverty, measured by the $1-a-day 

international poverty line; while still others pointed to the limitations of income as a measure 

of wellbeing.10  

Finally, while the importance of addressing inequalities between countries was widely 

recognized, this was more often addressed indirectly, through proposed goals and targets 

relating to global governance, which if met might be expected to reduce international 

inequality: for instance, by achieving the 0.7 percent target for official development assistance 

as a share of gross national product, and by substantially reducing trade-distorting agricultural 

subsidies.11  

The SDGs were adopted by the UN General Assembly in September 2015, following 

the final report of the Open Working Group on the Sustainable Development Goals, published 

in August 2014. There are 17 goals, accompanied by 169 targets; the latter are described as 

“global and aspirational,” with the expectation that each government will set its own national 

targets, “guided by the global level of ambition but taking into account national 

circumstances.”12 At the time of writing, the final list of indicators to be used to monitor 

progress against each target was still under review, although general agreement has been 

reached on 159 indicators, referred to as “green” indicators.13  



In total, around 50 of the SDG targets refer to individual outcomes, and of these around 

two-thirds are universal or zero-based. Examples include eradicating extreme poverty (Target 

1.1); ending hunger (2.1); ending preventable deaths of children under five (3.2); ensuring that 

all girls and boys complete primary and secondary education (4.1); ending all forms of 

discrimination against all women and girls (5.1); and achieving universal access to safe and 

affordable drinking water (6.1). By way of comparison, only a third of the MDG targets 

referring to individual outcomes were framed in this way. This reflects earlier proposals made 

in the buildup to 2015, and helps address the perverse incentives problem that characterized 

the MDGs.  

Nevertheless, around a third of the SDG targets referring to individual outcomes are 

not universal or zero-based, and do not therefore have to be met by all groups within a 

population. Examples include reducing by half the proportion of people living in poverty 

according to national definitions (1.2); reducing the maternal mortality ratio to less than 70 per 

100,000 live births (3.1); and ensuring that a “substantial proportion” of adults achieve literacy 

and numeracy (4.6). Presumably, national governments will be expected to develop their own 

national targets in these cases, guided by, but not necessarily equal to, the agreed global targets. 

However, it remains to be seen whether these national targets will need to be met for subgroups 

within each country, as well as at the national level. If not, the problem of perverse incentives 

will continue to apply.  

Notably, the Sustainable Development Goals contain a stand-alone goal for addressing 

inequality. This is Goal 10, framed as “Reduce inequality within and among countries.” The 

goal has 10 targets, which address different dimensions of inequality—including, but not 

restricted to, income inequality—and cover national as well as international inequality (see list 

below). The next sections provide a more detailed analysis of this goal, focusing first on Target 

10.1.   



 SDG 10: Reduce inequality within and among countries 

10.1 By 2030, progressively achieve and sustain income growth of the bottom 40 percent 

of the population at a rate higher than the national average. 

10.2 By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic, and political inclusion of all, 

irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion, or economic or 

other status. 

10.3 Ensure equal opportunity and reduce inequalities of outcome, including by 

eliminating discriminatory laws, policies, and practices and promoting appropriate 

legislation, policies, and action in this regard. 

10.4 Adopt policies, especially fiscal, wage, and social protection policies, and 

progressively achieve greater equality. 

10.5 Improve the regulation and monitoring of global financial markets and institutions 

and strengthen the implementation of such regulations. 

10.6 Ensure enhanced representation and voice for developing countries in decision-

making in global international economic and financial institutions in order to deliver 

more effective, credible, accountable, and legitimate institutions. 

10.7 Facilitate orderly, safe, regular, and responsible migration and mobility of people, 

including through the implementation of planned and well-managed migration 

policies. 

10.a Implement the principle of special and differential treatment for developing 

countries, in particular least developed countries, in accordance with World Trade 

Organization agreements. 

10.b Encourage official development assistance and financial flows, including foreign 

direct investment, to States where the need is greatest, in particular least developed 



countries, African countries, small island developing States, and landlocked 

developing countries, in accordance with their national plans and programmes. 

10.c By 2030, reduce to less than 3 percent the transaction costs of migrant remittances 

and eliminate remittance corridors with costs higher than 5 percent. 

Source: UN document A/RES/70/1. 

 

Goal 10, Target 1: Addressing Income Inequality?  

Target 10.1 relates to income inequality. This is perhaps not immediately obvious, since the 

wording refers to income growth rather than income inequality per se. However, if the incomes 

of the bottom 40 percent of the population grow by more than the national average, their share 

of national income will rise. This is essentially a matter of accounting. The share of income 

received by the poorest 40 percent is in turn one recognized way of measuring income 

inequality, so an equivalent way of phrasing this target would be: By 2030, progressively 

achieve and sustain a reduction in income inequality, as measured by the share of the bottom 

40 percent of the population in national income, alongside economic growth.  

Target 10.1, therefore, already comes with a “built-in” inequality indicator: the share 

of the poorest 40 percent in national income. This implies a certain amount of continuity with 

the MDGs, since the share of the poorest 20 percent in national income was one of the three 

indicators specified for MDG Target 1.A—halving the proportion of people living on less than 

$1-a-day. That indicator received relatively little attention in MDG monitoring exercises, 

however, and became somewhat redundant, because MDG Target 1.A already came with its 

own “built-in” indicator, namely the proportion of people living on less than $1-a-day. Target 

10.1 ensures that trends in the share of the poorest 40 percent in national income cannot be 

ignored in the same way under the SDGs.  



There was a lot of discussion in the lead-up to the post-2015 framework on the pros and 

cons of different measures of income inequality. One perceived advantage of measures based 

on shares of national income, such as the share of the bottom 40 percent of the population or 

the Palma index, is that they are relatively easily understood, at least in comparison with more 

technical measures such as the Gini coefficient.14 A drawback, however, is that income shares 

do not convey information about the entire income distribution. For example, a rise in 

inequality between the richest 10 percent and the middle 20 percent of the population may have 

no impact on the income share received by the bottom 40 percent of the population.  

More generally, the choice of inequality measures is a normative one, and for that 

reason it is not obvious that all countries should use the same indicator. An alternative would 

have been to phrase Target 10.1 more generally—for example, By 2030, progressively achieve 

and sustain a reduction in income inequality, alongside economic growth—and then specify a 

range of different inequality indicators. This would give countries more flexibility in terms of 

deciding which particular indicator to use. A parallel here would be MDG Target 1.C, which 

called for halving the proportion of people who suffer from hunger by 2015, and then gave two 

different indicators for measuring hunger.  

Additionally, Target 10.1 does not specify an “acceptable” level of inequality to be 

aimed for. It does not, for instance, require that the share of the bottom 40 percent of the 

population be at least X percent of national income, or at least as large as the share of the richest 

10 percent of the population. Instead, Target 10.1 requires only that the share of the bottom 40 

percent rises over time. For this reason, Target 10.1 might best be regarded as a minimum 

requirement that all countries are expected to meet, with each government being expected to 

set its own more specific targets—in particular, the actual reduction in inequality to be achieved 

by 2030. The implicit assumption would then be that current levels of income inequality are 

excessive in all countries of the world, although targets for the reduction of inequality may 



vary from one country to another, depending on how far each country is from an acceptable 

level of inequality. This makes sense up to a point, although some countries might argue that 

they have already achieved an acceptable level of inequality, and are exempt from the minimum 

global requirement. Would such arguments be accepted? And if not, why not? When it comes 

to monitoring this target, it might therefore be difficult to avoid specifying what an acceptable 

level of income inequality is, and when income inequality becomes excessive.  

The phrase “progressively achieve and sustain” in Target 10.1 is also somewhat 

problematic. Clearly, the idea of progressive achievement would make sense if the target was 

to reach a certain acceptable level of income inequality, which for some countries could take 

some time. But since Target 10.1 requires only that income inequality be falling over time, it 

is less clear why this needs to be achieved progressively. Strictly speaking, the target could be 

met by gradually reducing the amount by which income inequality rises over time, as long as 

inequality is falling in the years immediately prior to 2030. There is nothing to require 

specifically that the level of income inequality in 2030 be lower than in 2015.  

 

Goal 10, Target 3: Ensuring Equal Opportunity?  

Target 10.3 refers to the common distinction made between equality of opportunity and 

equality of outcome, asking states to work toward both. The requirement to reduce inequalities 

of outcome overlaps to some extent with Target 10.1, since income is clearly one important 

type of outcome. However, Target 10.3 could encompass inequalities in other important life 

outcomes, such as educational attainment or health status. This could be clarified with the 

development of indicators for this target—for example, by specifying one indicator for each 

type of non-income inequality that is considered important. This part of Target 10.3 would then 

constitute an important complement to Target 10.1, given the recognized limitations of relying 

solely on income as a measure of a person’s wellbeing or achievements.  



The requirement in Target 10.3 to ensure equal opportunity is more problematic, since 

there are different understandings of what this term means. The “conventional” definition 

requires that people’s outcomes in life should be determined only by their efforts and talents, 

rather than by predetermined circumstances such as their social or family background, gender, 

or ethnicity.15 But a “minimal” definition requires only that “a person’s race or gender or 

religion should not be allowed to affect their chances of being selected for a job, of getting a 

good education, and so on.”16 There is also a more “radical” definition that requires that a 

person’s prospects be influenced neither by one’s social position nor by one’s natural talents.17  

If the conventional definition is accepted, then the next question is one of measurement. 

What indicators might be used to measure equality of opportunity? One possible approach is 

set out by Francisco Ferreira and Jérémie Gignoux.18 To illustrate, imagine a household survey 

that contains information for each individual on a particular outcome (for instance, income) 

and on four predetermined circumstances (such as gender, ethnicity, disability status, and 

parental wealth). Let us also assume that for each circumstance there are two different 

categories, such as men and women for gender, rich and poor for parental wealth, and so on. 

The population can therefore be divided into sixteen subgroups, each of which contains 

individuals with the same observed set of circumstances (for example, white males from rich 

backgrounds without a disability, white males from poor backgrounds without a disability, and 

so on). The total amount of income inequality across all individuals in society can then be 

broken down into the amount of inequality within each of these groups (the “within-group” 

component) and the amount of inequality between the average income of each group (the 

“between-group” component). The size of the between-group component of overall inequality 

can then be used as a measure of inequality of opportunity, on the grounds that differences in 

average incomes between subgroups in all likelihood reflect the effect of discrimination and/or 

structural disadvantage—as opposed to differences in choices, values, or aspirations. 



Although the approach set out by Ferreira and Gignoux refers to income inequality, it 

could also be applied to inequality in other outcomes, such as health status or educational 

attainment, where inequalities between groups defined by predetermined circumstances have 

also been shown to be substantial. Among young adults in Nigeria, for example, average years 

of schooling vary significantly according to gender, location, household wealth, and ethnicity. 

Poor rural Hausa young women have less than half a year of schooling on average, while rich 

young men in urban areas have an average of over ten years.19 If this approach to measuring 

(in)equality of opportunity were utilized for Target 10.3, the implication would be that 

countries would need to eliminate inequalities in income between groups defined by 

predetermined circumstances by 2030. This would be a challenging task for many countries. 

For a sample of six countries in Latin America, for example, Ferreira and Gignoux find that 

inequality of opportunity accounts for between 25 and 51 percent of overall income 

inequality.20 If this is considered too challenging, the alternative would be for countries to 

specify target reductions in inequality of opportunity to be achieved by 2030 consistent with 

national circumstances.  

As it currently stands, however, only one indicator has been proposed for Target 10.3: 

the percentage of the population having felt discriminated against or harassed on grounds 

prohibited under international human rights law. Although this is clearly a very important 

metric, it is difficult to believe that it can by itself capture the full sense of what is meant by 

the term “equality of opportunity”—even a “minimal” definition of the term. As with Target 

10.1, a greater range of indicators is arguably called for.  

 

Goal 10, Targets 5–7 and a–c: Addressing International Inequality? 

There are no targets under Goal 10 to reduce international inequality per se; for example, there 

is no target to reduce the global Palma index. Instead, there are targets for steps or actions that 



might be expected to reduce international inequality: in particular, improving the regulation of 

global financial markets (10.5); ensuring the enhanced representation of developing countries 

in international economic and financial institutions (10.6); facilitating orderly, safe, regular, 

and responsible migration (10.7); implementing the principle of special and differential 

treatment for developing countries (10.a); encouraging official development assistance and 

financial flows (10.b); and reducing the transaction costs of migrant remittances (10.c).  

The lack of a specific target for reducing international (or global) income inequality is 

perhaps a surprise, given that around two-thirds of income inequality at the global level is due 

to inequality between countries, as opposed to inequality within countries.21 It is also surprising 

given the argument that targets should focus on the ends, rather than the means, of 

development.22 However, it could be argued that international income inequality is too far 

beyond the control of policymakers to constitute a valid target. Any target would lack “action 

orientation,” since the extent of progress toward the target would in all likelihood be due to 

factors outside policy control. For example, the simple fact that some of the fastest growing 

countries in the world have very large populations—notably China and India—has exerted a 

powerful narrowing force on international income inequality in recent decades.23 The extent of 

this correlation—between rates of economic growth and population size—will continue to have 

important implications for international and global inequality in future decades, but it is not 

something over which policymakers can have much control. 

There are therefore grounds for framing targets in this area in terms of actions that the 

international community should take that are considered to be conducive to the reduction of 

international inequality, rather than in terms of the reduction of international inequality per se. 

Nevertheless, this leads to overlap and a certain amount of repetition between the targets 

relating to international inequality in Goal 10 and the targets relating to global governance in 

Goal 17. For example, the Goal 10 target to encourage official development assistance overlaps 



with Goal 17, Target 2, which calls more specifically for “developed countries to implement 

fully their ODA commitments, including to provide 0.7 per cent of gross national income in 

official development assistance to developing countries, of which 0.15 to 0.20 percent should 

be provided to least developed countries.” Similarly, the Goal 10 target to implement the 

principle of special and differential treatment (10.a) overlaps with Goal 17, Target 12, which 

calls more specifically for the “timely implementation of duty-free and quota-free market 

access on a lasting basis for all least developed countries, consistent with World Trade 

Organization decisions, including by ensuring that preferential rules of origin applicable to 

imports from least developed countries are transparent and simple, and contribute to facilitating 

market access.” 

If anything, the action targets relating to international inequality in Goal 10 are weaker 

than their counterparts in Goal 17, which calls into question their value-added in the overall 

SDG framework. There is also an absence of quantification for these targets. They do not 

specify the extent of change sought in any particular indicator; they are instead framed in more 

qualitative terms: “improving,” “encouraging,” “implementing,” “facilitating,” and so on. They 

also do not specify a target deadline, so it is unclear whether the actions referred to are to be 

achieved immediately or by 2030. This lack of specificity potentially undermines the role of 

these targets as incentivizing and accountability devices.  

 

Conclusion 

The Sustainable Development Goals represent a potential improvement over the Millennium 

Development Goals in their treatment of inequality, notably through the greater emphasis on 

zero-based, universal targets, and also through the inclusion of a separate, stand-alone goal for 

equality (Goal 10, Reduce Inequality, Within and Among Countries). Will SDG 10 be a 

success? It has been argued that the MDGs were a success not because the targets were all 



achieved by 2015—while some were met (for example, reducing extreme poverty by half), 

others were not (for example, universal primary education)—but because they caused 

policymakers in governments and international agencies to give greater priority to policies that 

promote basic human outcomes such as freedom from hunger, education for all, access to clean 

drinking water, and so on.24 Will SDG 10 have a similar impact, increasing the priority given 

by governments and other agencies to the reduction of inequality, both within and between 

countries?  

At this stage, a number of questions remain unresolved about SDG 10 that have the 

potential to undermine its impact. One relates to indicators, and whether it makes sense to 

specify a single indicator of income inequality—such as the share of national income received 

by the poorest 40 percent of the population—rather than allowing for a wider range of measures 

to be used in monitoring progress, such as the Gini coefficient or Palma index. Another 

question is whether, and if so, how, the minimum global requirement embodied in Target 10.1 

for countries to reduce income inequality should be translated into more specific, quantitative 

targets at the national level. A third is how the key concept of “equal opportunity” featured in 

Target 10.3 is to be conceptualized, and whether the single indicator currently proposed for 

this target sufficiently captures the full sense of the term. Finally, there is the issue of potential 

overlap between the action-oriented goals relating to international inequality in Goal 10 and 

similar targets relating to global governance in Goal 17. Further discussion on these questions 

is required if the targets embodied in Goal 10 are to play their full role as incentivizing and 

accountability devices.  
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