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What is metadata?

 Quite simply, metadata are data that defines or describes other data.

 Metadata helps explain and understand the data or values being presented.

The African Charter for Statistics: 

“the range of information, generally textual, that fosters 

understanding of the context in which statistical data have been 

collected, processed and analyzed with the objective of 

creating statistical information …”
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What is metadata

 Data labels, definitions, description of methodology, legends, source 

information, footnotes are all examples of metadata.

But why does it make a 

difference?
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Why does metadata make a difference?

WHAT?

WHEN?

HOW?

WHERE?
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Why does metadata make a difference?
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Hierarchical  way of viewing metadata

Information describing the data is more 

detailed as one moves down from the top of 

the pyramid.

More detailed

Structural 

metadata

Reference 

metadata
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Structural metadata
Metadata that act as identifiers and descriptors of data

At the top of the pyramid is 

information essential for 

understanding the data

Needs to explain the ‘basics’ 

of when, where, who and 

what?

In practical terms this means at the least 

information about: the indicator, the 

reference period, source, geographic 

scope, and the unit
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Structural metadata
Metadata that act as identifiers and descriptors of data

Indicator

Reference period
Geographic 

scope

Source

Unit
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Conceptual reference metadata
Conceptual metadata that describes the key concepts used, and methodological 

elements

In the middle are explanatory 

notes and descriptive text which 

provide a good description of the 

statistics

In practical terms this means 

description about: definition, key 

concepts, standards and 

classifications used
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Reference metadata
Reference metadata can include information such as key concepts and 

definitions 

Definitions

Key concepts

Standards and classification
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Detailed reference metadata on methods and 

quality
Further down the hierarchy of information, we have more detailed information 

These are potentially the source 

of the most detailed 

methodological information 

available. 

Some statistical agencies 

publish very detailed concepts, 

sources and methods for a 

number of their key statistics.

In practical terms this means 

description about: process of 

collecting data, calculations, quality 

aspects, limitations of data and other 

detailed information.
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More detailed reference metadata
How is data collected?

How is the indicator calculated?

What are the limitations?
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To summarize:
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International metadata standards

Statistical Data and 

Metadata Exchange 

(SDMX)

The Statistical Data and Metadata Exchange (SDMX) initiative sets 

technical standards and content-oriented guidelines to facilitate the 

exchange of statistical data and metadata. 

SDMX is maintained by a group of seven sponsors: the Bank for 

International Settlements (BIS), the European Central Bank (ECB), 

Eurostat, the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Organization 

for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United 

Nations and the World Bank.

Data Documentation 

Initiative (DDI)

The DDI is a standard for technical documentation describing social 

science data. The current version (3.1) supports description of the 

full life cycle of a dataset or data collection. 

Metadata Common 

Vocabulary (MCV)
The MCV contains concepts and related definitions that are normally 

used by international organizations and national data producing 

agencies to describe statistical metadata. Terms such as census, 

estimate, footnote, measurement error, occupation, periodicity, 

quality and sample are all defined in the MCV. 

The MCV is a valuable resource for establishing common 

terminology in the presentation of MDG data and metadata.
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Why is metadata important?
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Metadata improves usability of data

Without metadata, data is not meaningful

Table: Indicator title

Code Variable Unit 1 Unit 2

Variable label 1 168,388 6

… 11,446 0

… 121,786 4

... 19,486 1

... 7,210 0

… 1,149,906 42

… 1,260,671 46

… 2,738,893 100

Source: name
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Metadata improves consistency and coherence
This is essential for interoperability and seamless ata exchange

 Via common format, terminology 

and dissemination standards, 

metadata improves 

consistency in presenting 

data.

 Users these days typically use 

search engines to locate 

information

 The efficiency of finding what 

one wants is increased if 

statistics are presented in a 

common format using 

standardized terminology



SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Metadata improves comparability

• Greater economic & social integration between countries, 

has increased user demand for improved comparability

• Need for comparability is also felt within a same country 

for example, are time series comparable over time.

• Differences arise from:

✓ use of different definitions, concepts, units and classifications;

✓ varying collection and processing (transformation) practices.

✓ diverse reporting & presentation practices

• As policy makers and data users demand more data in the 

SDG-era, and as more data is shared using technologies 

such as data platforms, assessment of comparability is 

essential.
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Highlights data quality issues

• Common features of metadata include;

o definition of “quality” concept, and a list of 

dimensions that define quality. 

• These dimensions normally include relevance, 

accuracy, timeliness, interpretability, 

coherence, etc.

• Help understand limitations of a specific 

series or data point, and inform data users of 

the extent of analyses that can be conducted, 

or the applicability of the findings of the 

analyses
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Increased relevance in the SDG-era

 Scope of the 2030 Agenda is expansive: 

covers social, environmental and 

economic issues across time. 

 Disaggregated data: leaving no one 

behind

 Interest from a broad user-base, not all 

have ability or experience to interpret data 

correctly without guidance. 

 Imperative to standardize and present 

contextual information to users
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Some issues relevant to metadata



SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

Metadata access and content

• Users of metadata are both data producers and as well as data users. 

Need to keep in mind while preparing different types metadata

• One of the most cost-effective solutions is to disseminate metadata on the 

web.

• Practices vary considerably by country

• Amount of detail provided on websites;

• Availability in national language;

• frequency of updating & cost;

• its proximity to the statistics it describes

• Significant differences between countries in statistical methodological 

elements described in metadata for the same statistical domain. 
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Metadata structure

 Key thing to consider is how to organize 

and structure the metadata to allow users 

to go as deeply as necessary, without 

being buried in enormous amounts of text

 Understanding that metadata is not a 

compilation guidance. It describes data, 

but it is not supposed to replace technical 

manuals and guidance materials.

 A  guiding  principle  for  publishing  data  

is  that  tables,  charts  and  maps  should  

contain sufficient  metadata  so  that  they  

can  “stand  alone”. Focus on publishing it 

in various forms. 
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International recommendations for metadata

▪ Ensure metadata dissemination via a range of different media, especially the 

web. 

▪ Metadata structured to meet the needs of a range of users with different 

requirements and/or statistical expertise.

▪ A layered presentation of metadata is recommended, progress from 

summary to more detail. Each layer with clear and precise text. 

▪ Active linkage of metadata to the statistical tables and graphs they describe 

and vice versa, tailored to each statistical domain.

▪ Rigorous use of terminology found in international and national glossaries & 

guidelines.
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International recommendations for metadata

• Need for senior management to ensure appropriate practices and principles.

• Provide appropriate cross references or links to these sources to make 

existing standard terms and definitions more readily available.

• Avoid ambiguity like using the same label or title for different definitions.

 Disseminate metadata free of charge on the Internet, as a high public good 

component (even if statistics have price regime).

 Availability of metadata in the national language, and an international, such 

as English.

 Provide contact details for further information on concepts, definitions and 

statistical methodologies.
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International recommendations for metadata

 Make metadata active to the greatest extent possible. Treating metadata this 

way will ensure they are accurate and up-to-date.

 Reuse metadata where possible for statistical integration as well as 

efficiency reasons.

 Preserve history of metadata.

 Ensure process (workflow) is well documented so there is clear identification 

of ownership, approval status, date of operation, etc.

 Ensure that variations from standards are tightly managed/approved, 

documented and visible.
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Examples of metadata
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Metadata for global SDG data
https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/

https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/metadata/
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E-handbook on SDG indicators
https://unstats.un.org/wiki/display/SDGeHandbook/Home

https://unstats.un.org/wiki/display/SDGeHandbook/Home
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Eurostat SDG metadata
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United States SDG metadata
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Mexico SDG metadata
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Philippines SDG Watch
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Thank you for your attention!


