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USING STANDARD INDICATORS – 
OPPORTUNITIES, CHALLENGES AND RISKS
By Sarah Holzapfel, German Development Institute

Standard indicators can be characterised by 
uniform definition, data collection meth-

ods and interpretation. They produce data that 
can be aggregated (and compared) across in-
terventions, countries or regions, for example. 
Standard indicators can be distinguished from 
“custom indicators”, which are formulated to 
describe specific phenomena or to measure 
certain changes under unique conditions.

Standard indicators can be formulated at dif-
ferent levels of the results chain. Examples are:

 �Output: Number of farmers trained
 �Short-term outcome: Land under im-
proved management practices
 �Medium-term outcome or impact: In-
dividual Dietary Diversity Score

OPPORTUNITIES

Standard indicators are used for three main 
purposes:

1.  To align projects towards common 
goals (planning tool): standard indi-
cators are usually chosen to represent 
donor priorities. Through mandatory 
standard indicators, donors aim to en-
sure that supported projects focus on 
strategic goals.

2.  To compare results across projects 
(management tool): by using the same 
standard indicators across projects, do-
nors aim to assess projects’ value for 
money.

3.  To report on results (accountability 
and public relations tool): standard in-
dicators provide a snapshot of aggre-
gate results achieved across countries 
and interventions.

CHALLENGES

Unambiguous definitions as well as clear guide-
lines on data collection methods and instru-
ments are important to ensure that results are 
comparable and aggregatable. Differences in 
definitions, methods and instruments can lead 
to high differences in reported results, which 
are unrelated to project performance. It is espe-
cially challenging to develop guidelines applica-

ble to various project contexts that specify how 
to measure who benefits from a project. While 
a project which trains farmers in good agricul-
tural practices can count those who participate 
in trainings as beneficiaries, it is less clear whom 
to count as a beneficiary when a project sup-
ports the implementation of a national food se-
curity strategy through policy advisory work.

LIMITATIONS AND RISKS

Standard indicators at output and short-term 
outcome level tend to be very broad in scope 
in order to be applicable to as many projects 
as possible. As a result, even if common defi-
nitions, methods and instruments are used, 
results are often not comparable. The IFAD 
indicator “land under improved management 
practices”, for example, captures any type of 
initiatives aimed at promoting sustainable 
management of natural resources, such as in-
tegrated natural resource management practic-
es, agroforestry practices and improved water 
management practices.

Standard indicators at medium-term outcome 
or impact level, such as the SDG indicators, are 
not suitable to measure results of one donor, 
because they capture changes that are products 
of the joint efforts of partner countries, donors 
and other influencing factors.

Standard indicators are a suitable tool to report 
on aggregate results achieved across interven-
tions and countries. There are risks, howev-

er, when using them to align projects towards 
common goals and to compare results across 
projects.

Alignment: According to aid effectiveness 
principles, donors should base their overall 
support on partner countries’ national devel-
opment strategies. To assess performance of 
interventions, indicators drawn from coun-
try-level results frameworks should be used. If 
donors use standard indicators to enforce do-
nor priorities, conflicts can arise with the prin-
ciple of alignment.

Comparison of results: Since most standard 
indicators do not account for qualitative differ-
ences in results and context conditions are not 
considered, their use can lead to two adverse 
effects. First, standard indicators encourage a 
focus on quantity instead of quality. For ex-
ample, an indicator measuring the number of 
farmers trained does not distinguish between 
farmers who took part in a two-hour work-
shop and farmers who participated in a year-
long training programme. Second, standard 
indicators may lead to a focus on low-hanging 
fruits and a neglect of areas where the per cap-
ita costs of delivering results are comparably 
high. The per capita costs of providing nu-
trition education to communities in a dense-
ly populated part of Cambodia, for example, 
can be expected to be much lower than in a 
remote part of the country. Thus, when com-
paring results across projects based on standard 
indicators, the context conditions should al-
ways be taken into account.

The indicator “number of farmers trained“ does not distinguish between farmers who took part 
in a two-hour workshop and farmers who participated in a year-long training programme.
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