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Addendum  
 

CONCLUSIONS ON THE REPORTING PROCESS AND ON  
THE USE OF INDICATORS 

 
I. INTRODUCTION 

 
1. The value of the reporting depends greatly on the quality of the data entered. Therefore, it 
is important to identify major outcomes resulted from the reporting exercise. This document 
provides some conclusions and recommendations regarding the actual use of indicators and of 
the reporting template2 by Governments through their first pilot reporting on progress in 
implementation of the UNECE Strategy for Education for Sustainable Development. 
 

                                                 
1  The report was prepared by two experts, Mr. Arjen Wals and Ms. Natalia Eernstman. The Government of the 
Netherlands provided an in-kind contribution to support preparation of this document. 
2 The indicators were developed  by the UNECE Expert Group (see Indicators for ESD.  Reporting Format 
(UNECE, 2006; ECE/CEP/AC.13/2006/5/Add.1)) 
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2.  The present set of indicators appears to be comprehensive in that none of the respondents 
have identified ESD-related areas that are currently not covered by the indicators. 

 
3.  A key quality and purpose of the indicators as identified by the Expert Group is that they 
intend to help to enhance learning by increasing awareness, by triggering debate about ESD, and 
by involving multiple stakeholders in the reporting exercise. Thus, it is not ranking and or 
comparing that contributes to the actual implementation of ESD, but the learning that takes place 
as a result of the active and critical use of the indicators and the sharing of the lessons learnt 
among the UNECE countries. With the current result of the reporting it is very difficult, if not 
impossible, to tell whether this kind of intended learning actually has been taking place. On the 
one hand, this is due to the design of the template (i.e. its emphasis on asking respondents to 
check boxes, provide relative percentages, etc.) and the kinds of questions it asks (semi-factual); 
on the other, this due to the way the templates were filled in by the respondent (i.e. very little 
information was provided in the sections that allowed for more qualitative responses)3.  

 
4. A key to a reflexive and learning-oriented use of indicators is that those responsible for 
the reporting are aware of this overarching goal, otherwise strategic and/or socially desirable 
responses can easily undermine the idea of “learning from each other’. For instance, in some 
cases it might be politically or strategically attractive to show progress, while in other cases it 
might be appealing to show a lack of progress. Considerations of this nature could lead to either 
a very rosy or a very gloomy representation of ESD implementation, rather than providing a 
realistic impression that provides a solid base for further improvement of the implementation 
process.  

 
5. The process and conditions under which the reports have been prepared are crucial, 
particularly when considering the goal of stimulating learning and multi- stakeholder 
participation of in the implementation of ESD. Rightfully so, two questions proceeding the 
template have been intentionally added to get a sense of both the process and the conditions. 
However, most reports do not answer these questions or only do so in a very limited way, 
providing little or no insight into either the process or the conditions affecting the reporting. As a 
result, it is impossible to say whether a thorough, highly reflexive and interactive process indeed 
took place before filling in the template, or whether the form was filled out by a single individual 
who was given the responsibility to submit the report. Most reports provide little evidence of a 
consultative process involving multistakeholder participation, including those who are firmly 
rooted in, for instance, schools and communities and might have something to say about ESD in 
practice.  

 
6. Using a universal template has advantages not only in creating uniformity in reporting, 
but also in making sure that all UNECE countries report on the same ESD components and 
issues. From the data provided, however, it is clear that not all concepts included in the template 
are understood in the same way. ESD itself is an evolving and oftentimes contested concept that 
will have different meanings in space (i.e. countries, regions) and time (i.e. moment in history). 
Even within the same country, organizations or officials – despite the availability of whole range 

 
3 It must be noted here that for this first evaluation of the progress in the implementation of the Strategy, countries 
were asked to focus on the section in the template related to phase I of the Strategy.  These questions provided little 
space for thorough elaboration, but could be answered with a simple “yes/no” answer.  
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of definitions – will have different understandings of canvassing concepts such as ESD and EE 
or concepts such as “whole school approach to sustainability” or “participation in democratic 
decision-making”. So again, if a consultative process is underlying the reporting, allowing for 
some kind of meaning-making and/or consensus building to take place with such concepts, and 
when the next time similar reporting is done involving similar people, these lessons learned 
could prove in terms of gathering data and in monitoring progress. If this is not the case, 
however, then the value of using the present set of ESD indicators is questionable. 

 
7. It is important to keep in mind that the answers to questions asking, for instance, about 
the formal collaborative arrangements (i.e. cooperation between different Ministries, between 
government and other stakeholders) do not provide any information on whether such cooperation 
works in practice. Unveiling this would require a more emphasis on the “descriptive part”. 

 
II. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
8. In order to increase and utilize the learning potential of the indicators, it is important to 
find out why the respondents by and large did not take the opportunity to provide more 
qualitative data and sufficed by the minimum required: ticking boxes, filling in percentages, 
adding up scores, etc. Whether this is the result of the design of the template (e.g. too many 
questions), the respondents’ personal situation (e.g. lack of time, knowledge or understanding of 
the actual ESD implementation process, particularly at the grassroots level) or for other reasons, 
is unknown at this point. To increase reflexivity and the contextual grounding of ESD (i.e. the 
country-specific implementation of ESD) more emphasis should be given to “How” questions 
along with “What” questions – thereby referring to the process rather than to the results – in 
order to stimulate thinking and learning. This will also require consultation with relevant 
stakeholders, particularly those who have knowledge of ESD in practice. 

 
9. The respondents need to share the view that the overarching goal of this type of progress 
assessment is to enhance learning and that this learning requires a critical and reflexive attitude, 
rather than the professional, strategic or political perspective of government officials. Providing 
incentives for the use of ESD indicators and the organizing of country and/or sub-region specific 
workshops on use of these indicators, as a tool of reflexive evaluation, might be necessary.  

 
10. The process leading up to the actual reporting and the conditions under which the 
reporting takes place are both crucial.. Future use of the indicators will be greatly enhanced if 
some evidence is provided that an interactive, consultative process, involving multi-stakeholder 
participation (including those rooted in ESD-practice or well-connected to places that have ESD 
potential), has indeed taken place. Guidelines and good practices may need to be provided and 
shared as to how such a process can be organized and facilitated. In addition, efforts to increase 
capacity-building for the facilitation of multi-stakeholder learning in the context of ESD (i.e. via 
workshops) might be beneficial. 

 
11. The various UNECE countries and subregions each have their own unique challenges, 
perspectives and histories that all affect the way ESD is perceived and implemented. Ideally, the 
indicators used to assess progress with ESD are themselves a result of a learning process that 
took place within those countries and subregions, so that the indicators’ meaning is well 
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understood and a support-base within all relevant government bodies and organization can been 
created. The UNECE Strategy supports the contextual development of ESD and rightfully so 
does not call for a prescriptive “one size fits all” approach. In some countries, more localized 
benchmarks and sets of indicators have already been developed or are currently being developed. 
Correspondingly, the set of indicators should be open to adaptation and further use by countries 
in developing their national set of indicators. 

 
***** 
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