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2014 
 
 

Abstract 
 
The post-2015 agenda will be the single most important force shaping the future of 
international development.  This paper analyses the content of that agenda.  It provides 
both a cross-sectional view and a dynamic analysis of trends.  This shows not only the likely 
post-2015 priorities but also trajectory: an insight into those issues and ideas which are 
falling down, continuing on, and rising up the international development agenda.  The aim 
of the paper is to give researchers, strategists, policy-makers, advisors and others an 
overview of shape and direction at the core of international development.  This will help 
them to plan and prioritise more effectively. 
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A. Introduction 
 
The Millennium Development Goals have been a significant force within international 
development.  .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ άǎŜƭƭ-ōȅέ ŘŀǘŜ ƻŦ нлмрΥ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀŘƭƛƴŜ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ 
supposed to be achieved.  Work is currently underway on their replacement which will 
create a post-2015 development agenda (PTDA).  The PTDA is a process rather than a 
finished product at the time of writing.  However, a set of foundational documents have 
already emerged from that process; sufficient for us to understand the general direction and 
likely emphases of the post-2015 agenda, even if its exact content will not be certain until ς 
in all likelihood ς January 2016. 
 
This paper has two purposes.  First, to extract from those existing foundational documents 
the likely priorities within the post-2015 development agenda.  Second, to compare this 
with the MDG agenda, thus understanding trajectory: which issues and ideas are moving up 
the development agenda; and which are moving down?  The overall aim is to give 
researchers, strategists, policy-makers, advisors and others a snapshot of change within 
international development; helping them to plan and prioritise in advance of the actual 
ŀƎŜƴŘŀΩǎ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜΦ 
 
To achieve this aim, the paper has five further sections.  Section B summarises the process 
by which the post-2015 agenda is being created.  Section C steps back to ask how important 
the PTDA will likely be for international development generally, and for development 
research specifically.  Section D undertakes a brief cross-sectional analysis of the content of 
the post-2015 agenda.  Section E provides a more detailed longitudinal analysis of trends, 
identifying those issues which are diminishing, continuing, and rising on the development 
agenda.  Finally, Section F summarises the broader context and shape of post-2015 
dynamics.  However, this is an inductive exercise with a main intention of allowing readers 
to identify implications of the post-2015 analysis for their own particular interests. 
 
 

  



Manchester Centre for Development Informatics Working Paper 56 

3 
 

B. The Post-2015 Process 
 
In theory, the origins of the post-2015 process could be traced to the setting of the 
Millennium Development Goal deadline since it was then obvious that there would be a 
post-MDG world from 2015.  However, it seems more appropriate to date the timeline (see 
Figure 1, and more detailed timeline in Appendix A) from September 2011, with the 
formation of the UN System Task Team: the body charged with overseeing the post-2015 
process. 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Post-2015 Process Outline Timeline 
 
 
The MDGs were an integration in 2001 of two rather separate processes: the OECD 
5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ Development Goals, and the 
¦bΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ 5ŜŎƭŀǊŀǘƛƻƴ όIǳƭƳŜ нллфύΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ 
effort required to produce them, yet the same is happening again with the post-2015 
process, as summarised in Figure 2 (adapted from Hickson 2013). 
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Figure 2: Post-2015 Development Agenda and Sustainable Development Goals Process 
Map 

 
 
The timeline shown in Figure 1/Appendix A is therefore a single representation of multiple 
strands.  The post-2015 development agenda process (top half of Figure 2) is relatively well-
ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜŘΦ  CƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ¦b {ȅǎǘŜƳ ¢ŀǎƪ ¢ŜŀƳΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ 
national consultations on the agenda have already been conducted, with two key reports 
produced in 2012 and 2013.  A High-Level Panel was set up by UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon.  Chaired by the Presidents of Indonesia and Liberia and the UK Prime Minister and 
ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ нп ƻǘƘŜǊ άŜƳƛƴŜƴǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎέΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ƛǘǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ƳƛŘ-way through 2013.  
These documents were placed before the UN General Assembly when its 68th session began 
in September 2013, a session which included special meetings and events on the MDGs and 
after. 
 
At the time of writing, the sustainable development goals (SDGs) process (bottom half of 
Figure 2) is not quite so well developed.  Emerging from the 2012 UN Conference on 
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{ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ όάwƛƻҌнлέύ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ DŜƴŜǊŀƭ !ǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ in July 2012, this 
led to formation of a UN Open Working Group.  The Group has been supported by a UN 
System Technical Support Team, which provides a link to the PTDA since it works under the 
UN System Task Team.  It has also been supported by aƴ άLƴǘŜǊƎƻvernmental Committee of 
Experts on Sustainable Development Financingέ ŀƴŘ ŀ άIƛƎƘ-[ŜǾŜƭ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ CƻǊǳƳέ ǘƘŀǘ 
provides political momentum for the process.  The Open Working Group has a series of 
eight sessions being run during 2013-2014, and structured along thematic lines.  This will 
report towards the end of 2014. 
 
At that point an integration of the two processes and political negotiation of the final post-
2015 agenda should occur during 2015, leading to a new post-MDG framework to run from 
the start of 2016.  It is worth just asking whether such a framework might not emerge.  
Present signs are that this would be extremely unlikely: process, timeline and structures are 
all in place; and significant political capital ς plus other resources ς has already been 
invested.  It would take something huge and unexpected to derail the process.  We can 
therefore work on the assumption that there will be a post-2015 agenda. 
 
 

C. How Important Will The Post-2015 Development Agenda 
Be? 
 
Before we move to analyse post-2015 agenda content and trends, it is appropriate to ask a 
couple of intervening questions which check implicit assumptions about the foundations for 
this activity. 
 
vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƴǳƳōŜǊ м ƛǎΥ άHow important will the PTDA be to international development?έΦ  LŦ 
it is just going to end up gathering dust on a shelf, or if it is just a side-show, then there is 
ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǇŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΦ  ²Ŝ ǿƛƭƭ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ 
until something like 2020 at the earliest but we have two current guides.  The first is how 
important the post-2015 agenda is currently perceived to be.  One set of evidence is the 
extent of participation in the consultation process.  There have been nearly 100 national, six 
regional and eleven thematic consultations, with each of these typically involving many 
hundreds of organisational participants (e.g. TWWW 2013a, TWWW 2013b) plus thousands 
of online contributions (e.g. http://trends.worldwewant2015.org/discover/#mode=type).  It 
is hard to benchmark this against other activities but it must represent one of the most 
substantial exercises in global consultation, in which many thousands of development 
organisations have engaged.  Other evidence comes from polling perceptions: for example, 
of more than 100 civil society organisations in 27 developing countries surveyed in 2011, 
87% wanted a post-2015 development framework (Pollard et al 2011). 
 
A second guide is historical: investigating how important the MDGs have been to 
international development, given they are by far the closest historical phenomenon to the 
PTDA.  There is ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛǎŜŘ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ a5DǎΩ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΥ άǘƘŜ a5Dǎ Χ ƘŀǾŜ 
ŀƴ ƛƴŎƻƴǘŜǎǘŀōƭŜ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘέ όtǊŀƳƳŜǊ ϧ aŀǊǘƛƴǳȊȊƛ нлмо: 4ύΤ άǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ 
Dƻŀƭǎ Χ ƘŀǾŜ ǳƴƛŦƛŜŘΣ ƎŀƭǾŀƴƛȊŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǇƻƻǊŜǎǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦέ 
(McArthur 2013).  However, in the complex field of influences that exists within 

http://trends.worldwewant2015.org/discover/#mode=type
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international development, attribution is problematiŎΥ άǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜ a5Dǎ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜέ (Higgins 2013: iv). 
 
Those who have sought to study this come up with differentiated conclusions depending on 
the area of influence investigated.  For example: 

¶ 5ŜōŀǘŜκ5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜΥ ά¢ƘŜǊe is widespread agreement that the MDGs have placed broad-
based poverty reduction at the center of the development agenda at least in 
ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŘƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜέ όYŜƴƴȅ ϧ {ǳƳƴŜǊ нлммΥ мύΤ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ 
plenty of evidence of the influence of the MDGs on policy discourse, if this is measured 
by mention of the goals or their presence in donor policy documents, PRSPs and 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƎƻŀƭǎΦέ ό[ƻŎƪǿƻƻŘ нлмнύ. 

¶ !ƛŘ CƭƻǿǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ a5Dǎ ƘŀǾŜ ƳƻōƛƭƛȊŜŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǘƻ donate tens 
ƻŦ ōƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŘƻƭƭŀǊǎέ όaŎ!ǊǘƘǳǊ нлмоύΤ ά²Ŝ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ a5Dǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ 
ƛƴ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ŀƛŘέ όYŜƴƴȅ ϧ {ǳƳƴŜǊ нлммΥ оύ. 

¶ tƻƭƛŎȅΥ άCƻǊ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƻǊ ǿƻǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Dƻŀƭǎ όa5Dǎύ ƘŀǾŜ 
constituted the longest standing paradigm that has ever emerged in development 
thinking. The goals have been an organising framework for international aid over the last 
ten years. At the core of countless policy documents, plans and announceƳŜƴǘǎέ 
(Pollard et al. 2011: 1); άǇƻƭƛŎȅ ǎǘŀǘŜƳŜƴǘǎ of major bilateral donors align with the MDG 
ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǾŀǊȅƛƴƎ ǿŀȅǎ Χ there is a considerable adoption of MDG 
priority areas, however there is equal or higher adoption of priorities not in the MDGsέ 
(Kenny & Sumner 2011: 5-6). 

¶ OutcoƳŜǎΥ άǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ a5Dǎ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ƻƴ ŀƛŘ ŦƭƻǿǎΣ 
but the ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƛŘ ƻƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀǳǎƛōƭȅ ƳǳǘŜŘέ όibid.: 
24); άLƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǾŀŎŎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǊ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƴǊƻƭƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǎǳō-Saharan 
Africa, the links between the MDGs, the mobilisation and focusing of additional aid, and 
subsequent impacts seem convincingly close. But in others, the links seem less 
ǇƭŀǳǎƛōƭŜέ (Lockwood 2012). 

¶ Practice: ά¢ƘŜ research shows that in the organisations studied [small number of faith-
based NGOs], the extent of influence of the MDGs has been minimal upon development 
activities in a direct sense, although some indirect influence due to donor funding 
requirements has been reported.έ ό5ƻǊŜ нлммύΦ 

 
Drawing on these sources and others (e.g. Gore 2009, Manning 2010), a subjective summary 
assessment of MDG impact can be drawn up as shown in Figure 3.  
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Figure 3: Relative Impact of MDGs on Differing Aspects of International Development 
 
There should also be a final note on the reflexivity between development context and 
development agenda documents.  The MDGs have partly shaped the development context 
but they also partly reflect that context.  So we can expect the post-2015 agenda to partly 
lead but also partly follow the international development context, picking up many of the 
threads of ideas that are important at the time of creation: an issue I will return to below. 
 
Question number 2 is for research-ƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎΥ άHow important will the PTDA be to 
development research agendas and funding?έΦ  !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ 
about PTDA activity, plus also historical evidence relating to the MDGs.  At the time of 
writing, many of the major development research institutes ς those with a majority focus on 
international development and lying at the top of the Think Tanks and Civil Societies 
Program rankings in McGann (2013) ς have post-2015 initiatives underway.  This seems 
much less true of US-based institutes, probably reflecting the lower levels of US 
engagement with the MDGs and the PTDA (e.g. Hulme 2009): 

¶ Center for Global Development: has a number of blog posts on post-2015 and some 
publications on the MDGs which include thoughts on post-2015, but no main topics or 
initiatives. 

¶ Kennedy School Center for International Development: has no apparent research 
programmes or specific activities related to the post-2015 agenda. 

¶ International Food Policy Research Institute: has its own 2020 agenda but no major post-
2015 research activity. 

 
The picture is very different for development research institutes outside the US.  Listing 
these in descending TTCSP rank order: 

¶ Overseas Development Institute (UK): runs www.post2015.org and has a major 
ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ƻƴ άThe MDGs to 2015 and BeyondέΦ 
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¶ United Nations University World Institute for Development Economics Research 
(Finland): does not have a specific initiative but is positioning its future research in 
relation to the post-2015 agenda. 

¶ German Development Institute (Germany)Υ Ƙŀǎ ǘƘŜ άWhat Will Be After 2015?έ research 
project on the post-2015 agenda. 

¶ North-{ƻǳǘƘ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜ ό/ŀƴŀŘŀύΥ Ƙŀǎ ŀ άPost-2015έ ƛƴƛǘƛŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΣ ōǊƛŜŦƛƴƎǎΣ 
events, etc. 

¶ Institute for Development Studies (UK): has a topiŎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ άMillennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) and Post 2015 AgendaέΦ 

 
Alongside this snapshot of current activity, we can look at historical impact of the MDGs on 
research agendas and funding.  Data on the output side is not particularly clear.  A review 
was undertaken of articles in the three top development studies journals ς World 
Development, Development and Change, and Journal of Development Studies ς published 
during 2008-2013.  This suggested that 1-2% of articles had a specific engagement with the 
MDGs (mentioned in the title or abstract), and 10-15% mentioned the MDGs somewhere in 
the main text.  In the absence of other benchmarks, not much can be concluded from this 
data. 
 
A stronger sense of the importance of the MDGs comes from the input side; from analysis of 
funder research strategies.  For this activity, analysis was undertaken of the research 
strategies of three key development research funders ς /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ LƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
Development Research Centre (IDRC), the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (SIDA), and the UK Department for International Development (DFID) ς during the 
period 2002-2012.  This suggested a continuum of MDG influence as summarised in Figure 
4: 

¶ IDRC: research strategy documents have just one or two passing references to the 
MDGs, and the MDGs do not frame research strategy.  For example: ά!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƴƻǘ 
ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƴƻǊ ŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ L5w/Ωǎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀƴ ƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ 
in the health-ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Dƻŀƭǎέ όL5w/ нллфΥ о-18). 

¶ SIDA: the MDGs are one among a number of components that have shaped research 
strategy.  For example, Regeringskansliet (2010) lists three foci for research: matters of 
relevance to low-income countries; research issues arising from international 
commitments as defined by the MDGs and UN conventions; and cooperative 
arrangements that identify new research of relevance to developing countries. 

¶ 5CL5Υ ά¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ƛǎ Χ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ aƛƭƭŜƴƴƛǳƳ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ Dƻŀƭǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ 
ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘƛŜǎέ ό{ǳǊǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦ нллнΥ поύΦ  ά!ƭƭ 
5CL5Ωǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ŀǊŜ Řirected towards achieving the targets set by the world community in 
the Millennium Development Goals by 2015. They are the basis for choosing research 
ǘƻǇƛŎǎέ ό5CL5 нллпΥ фύΦ  ά¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜ ƻŦ 5CL5Ωǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŦŀǎǘŜǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ 
fighting poverty aƴŘ ŀŎƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ a5DǎΦέ (DFID 2008:17). 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: MDG Influence on Development Research Strategies 

None Total Some 

IDRC SIDA DFID 

http://unu.edu/publications/articles/the-present-development-debate-and-beyond.html
http://www.die-gdi.de/CMS-Homepage/openwebcms3_e.nsf/(ynDK_contentByKey)/MSIN-7HUJC2?OpenDocument&nav=expand:Research%20and%20Consulting/Projects;active:Research%20and%20Consulting/Projects/MSIN-7HUJC2
http://www.nsi-ins.ca/post-2015-development-agenda/
http://www.ids.ac.uk/idsresearch/millennium-development-goals-mdgs-and-post-2015-agenda
http://www.ids.ac.uk/idsresearch/millennium-development-goals-mdgs-and-post-2015-agenda
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Taking together all of the evidence, it seems reasonable to conclude that ς whatever its 
absolute strength and with acknowledgement to local variations ς the post-2015 
development agenda will be the single most important force shaping the future of 
development and of development research.  It is certainly of sufficient importance for 
development organisations to take very seriously in the planning and prioritisation of future 
activities.  If those future activities are in synch with post-2015, at the least they will have a 
credibility and perceived relevance they might not otherwise; at the most, they may gain 
greater funding, critical mass and impact. 
 
 

D. The Post-2015 Agenda 
 
The post-2015 development agenda is of sufficient importance that it justifies shaping ς in 
part ς our future development priorities.  But what will that agenda be, given this is being 
written in 2014?  The best guide at present appears to be four key documents that emerge 
from the totality of the post-2015 process as summarised in Figure 21: 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ άwŜŀƭƛȊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ We Want ŦƻǊ !ƭƭέ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ (UN 2012) and its 
ǳǇŘŀǘŜ ά! wŜƴŜǿŜŘ Dƭƻōŀƭ tŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŦƻǊ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ (UN 2013a): these are the 
products in 2012 and 2013 respectively of the UN System Task Team; the core of the 
post-2015 process. 

¶ The High-Level Panel ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀ ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ά! bŜǿ Dƭƻōŀƭ tŀǊǘƴŜǊǎƘƛǇέ ƛƴ ƳƛŘ-2013 (HLP 
2013) that has been strongly associated with post-2015 discussions. 

¶ The Open Working Group, and High-Level Political Forum, and Expert Committee 
associated with Rio+20 and the Sustainable Development Goals are all in mid-process, so 
the best guide as yet is the outcome of the Rio+20 conference which is a UN General 
!ǎǎŜƳōƭȅ ǊŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ нлмн ŜƴǘƛǘƭŜŘΣ ά¢ƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ ²Ŝ ²ŀƴǘέ (UNGA 2012). 

Textual analysis of these documents was undertaken.  A simple approach to textual analysis 
is creation of tag clouds: the cloud for the post-2015 documentation is shown in Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5: Tag Cloud for Combined Core Post-2015 Documentation 

                                                      
1
 ! ŦƛŦǘƘ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ {ǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƭŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ {ƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ нлмо ǊŜǇƻǊǘΣ ά!ƴ !Ŏǘƛƻƴ 

Agenda for Sustainable DevŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέ ό{5{b нлмоύ ōǳǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ƛǘǎ ǊƻƭŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǘ-2015 
process was unclear.  Of course the analysis reported here can be updated in light of later documents as they 
appear in the post-2015 process. 
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A more detailed analysis was then undertaken via word counts within the documentation.  
In all, roughly 200 terms were analysed.  The term list was developed via: 
a) selection from the top 500 words counted in the document using Wordle, which also 

produced the tag cloud; eliminating all non-discriminatory terms (very simple words like 
ΨŀƴŘΩΣ ΨǘƘŜΩΣ ΨƻŦΩΤ ōŀǎƛŎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ƭƛƪŜ ΨŀƭǎƻΩΣ ΨƳǳǎǘΩΣ ΨǿŜƭƭΩΤ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ 
development but do not provide any particular guide to a development agenda such as 
ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΩΣ ΨŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎΩΣ ΨŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩΣ ŜǘŎύΣ Ǉƭǳǎ 

b) similar selection from the top 500 words within the MDG documentation (see below), 
plus 

c) cross-checking with terms used in a set of other current development reports and 
journal paper titles including those published in the top three development studies 
journals during 2013. 

In order to allow for comparability (see next section), the frequency of all terms was normed 
to a mean count per 10,000 words. 
 
All meaningful terms which appeared more than 10 times per 10,000 words (i.e. with a 

frequency of more than 0.1% of the text) are shown in Table 1. 

Term 

Frequency 
per 

10,000 Words Term 

Frequency 
per 

10,000 Words Term 

Frequency 
per 

10,000 Words 

Sustainab* 94.6 Women 19.9 Water 14.8 

System* 38.2 Implementation 19.5 (In)equalit* 14.0 

Partnership 36.1 Food 18.7 Security 14.0 

Environment* 33.9 Education 18.6 Communit* 13.5 

Social 31.5 Rights 18.2 Trade 13.3 

Economic 31.2 Growth 17.6 Particip* 13.1 

Finan* 29.3 Energy 17.5 Business 12.5 

Poverty 28.8 State(s) 17.5 Local 12.3 

Policy/Policies 23.7 Public 17.1 Income 11.7 

Health 21.3 Inclusi* 17.0 Transform*  11.7 

Technol* 21.2 Accountab* 16.7 Job 11.5 

Government 21.1 Process* 16.1 Information 11.0 

  
Cooperation 15.7 Private 10.8 

  
Child 15.5 Agric*  10.6 

  
Institution 15.5 Impact 10.6 

 
Table 1: Most Frequent Development Terms in Post-2015 Documents 

 
 
Detailed discussion of the post-2015 development agenda will be left to the next section, 
and readers may make their own analysis of the data presented in Table 1.  I note the 
following ten conclusions: 
1. The importance of sustainable development as a core model, alongside some 

recognition for a model of inclusive development. 
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2. Poverty and environment being the two most important individual development issues 
on the agenda. 

3. Perhaps, a reasonable parity between three of the main domains of development: 
environmental, social, and economic.  But a question mark over the place for political 
ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΥ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀƴŘΣ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎϝΩ ǎŎƻǊŜǎ Ƨǳǎǘ уΦо ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊΤ ōǳǘ ƻƴ 
ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊΣ ΨƎƻǾŜǊƴϝΩ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŎƻre 31.2 and is sometimes the preferred terminology in 
addressing the fourth domain of development (e.g. SDSN 2013). 

4. A strong presence for items related to MDGs 1 to 6: e.g. poverty, health, women, food, 
education. 

5. A strong recognition of the importance of technology within development. 
6. A strong presence for the mechanisms or processes of development: the need for 

partnerships and cooperation and participation, the role of policies, and explicit 
discussion of processes and implementation and impact. 

7. Despite (see below) moves towards a more multi-stakeholder perspective on 
development and the presence of business and communities; still a dominant role for 
the state in its various guises: state, government, public sector. 

8. Some sense of a systems perspective on development. 
9. aŀǎƭƻǿΩǎ ǎƘŀŘŜ ς or at least the importance of basic needs ς standing over the agenda 

given the presence of poverty, health, food, energy, water, security. 
10. The recognised importance of data (just outside the list at 9.2) and information as the 

foundation for decision-making and action in development. 
 
 

E. From the MDGs to Post-2105: The Changing Development 
Agenda 
 
The analysis presented in the previous section is valuable in helping understand the post-
2015 framework but it is static, and gives no sense of dynamics and trends within the 
development agenda.  Those dynamics are important to all development stakeholders: 
άƘƻǘέ ǘƻǇƛŎǎ ƎŀǊƴŜǊ ŦǳƴŘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ Ƴŀȅ ƎŀǘƘŜǊ 
momentum and produce real-world impact. 
 
To deliver that sense of dynamics, a comparative analysis was undertaken with the MDG 
agenda.  The four PTDA documents were compared with three core MDG documents 
(identified from Hulme 2009): 

¶ ¢ƘŜ h9/5 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ !ǎǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ /ƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŜΩǎ ά{ƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ нмst CentuǊȅέ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ  (DAC 
1996) in 1996 which laid out the International Development Goals which were to 
significantly shape, and morph into, the MDGs. 

¶ ¢ƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ bŀǘƛƻƴǎ нллл ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ά²Ŝ ǘƘŜ tŜƻǇƭŜǎέ (UN 2000) which laid the basis 
within the UN for the Millennium Declaration and then the MDGs. 

¶ The UN General Assembly report άwƻŀŘ Map towards the Implementation of the United 
Nations Millennium Declarationέ (UNGA 2001); specifically Section III that specified and 
launched the MDGs. 

The same textual analysis was undertaken as for the PTDA; for example producing a tag 
cloud for the MDGs as shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6: Tag Cloud for Combined Core MDG Documentation 
 
 
One could undertake a visual comparison with the PTDA tag cloud shown in Figure 5, but a 
more systematic approach was comparison between the MDG and PTDA documents of the 
mean count per 10,000 words of the most-frequent terms.  A raw comparison was 
undertaken but to help make more sense of the trends, those terms were aggregated into 
нр ƪŜȅ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΦ  CƻǊ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳŜƴǘ ǘŜǊƳǎΣ ǎŜŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ .Φ 
 
The comparison between aggregated development issues can be represented in various 
ways.  Figure 7 shows the percentage change in frequency per 10,000 words; Figure 8 shows 
the absolute change in frequency per 10,000 words.  Since these measures represent 
different but important aspects of change, some overall measure was needed: an average of 
the two, as shown in Figure 9.  That overall measure was created by using a comparable 
indicator ς standard deviation ς and calculating the average variation from zero of each 
development issue in terms of that indicator2. 
 
To allow greater insight into the data foundations, the same average measure of change was 
also calculated for all of the individual terms.  The results are shown in Appendix C. 
 
 

                                                      
2
 Standard deviation is an imperfect indicator for the datasets but since it is not the absolute figure that was 

important in the calculation, but just some standardised and comparable measure of data dispersion, it serves 
as an adequate indicator.  
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Figure 7: Percentage Change in Issue Frequency from MDG to Post-2015 Core Documentation 
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Figure 8: Absolute Change in Issue Frequency from MDG to Post-2015 Core Documentation 
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Figure 9: Averaged Issue Change in Frequency from MDG to Post-2015 Core Documentation 
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In making comparisons between the MDGs and the post-2015 agenda, one might anticipate 
three outcomes as indicated in Figure 10: 

¶ Subtraction: items within the MDG agenda that are no longer present in the post-2015 
agenda. 

¶ Continuity: items within the MDG agenda that remain in the post-2015 agenda. 

¶ Addition: new items within the post-2015 agenda which were not present within the 
MDG agenda. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 10: Comparing the Post-2015 and MDG Agendas 
 
 
However, in practice, it was very difficult to find elements that had completely disappeared 
or elements that were completely new (though ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀ ŦŜǿΥ ǎŜŜ ƛǘŜƳǎ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ Ψмллл҈Ω 
in Appendix B), so it makes more sense to think of a continuum of change from diminution 
through to expansion, which was broken down into four categories as summarised in Table 
2 using the data from Figure 9. 
 
MDG to PTDA 
Change 

Development Goals Development 
Mechanisms 

Development 
Perspectives 

Diminution - MDG 8 with ICTs/Digital 

- Manufacturing 

- Insecurity 

- Traditional 
Development Finance 

- Development Strategy 

 

Continuity - Wellbeing 

- Infrastructure 

- Urban Development 

- Institutional Development 

- MDGs 1-6 

- Informatics  

Some Expansion - Rural/Agricultural Development 

- Services 

- Livelihoods 

- Growth and Jobs 

- Rights and Justice 

- New Development 
Finance 

- Technovation inc. Data 
and Mobile 

 

- Complex 
Adaptive 
Systems 

Significant 
Expansion 

- Open Development 

- Inclusive Development 

- Migration 

- Environment and Sustainability 

- Development Projects 

- New Stakeholders 

 

 
Table 2: Summarising Changes in Development Issues from MDGs to Post-2015 Agenda 

 

MDGs 

PTDA 

Subtraction: agenda no longer continuing 

Continuity: agenda continuing 

Addition: new agenda 


























































