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Preamble

human development and laying the foundations 

Development Programme (UNDP) and the 
Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation 

strategic vision for the Arab region.

produced several initiatives, including the Arab 

digital portal2

edition.

The AKI is the fruit of  years of  research and 

 

region. The Index serves as a tool for monitoring 

in the Arab region through a number of  pillars, 
sub-pillars and variables. 

and stakeholders from the Arab region and 

released in a report outlining the conceptual, 
methodological and statistical approaches 

Arab country.

illustrated the complexity of  developing such 

collection of  feedback and additional measures 

is therefore a continuation of  this process 
and a contribution to the combined effort to 

a primary driving force for achieving sustainable 
development in the Arab region. It provides 
an adaptable tool that may even be applied 
beyond the Arab region to inform evidence-
based policies and contribute to the broader 
monitoring tools to assess progress achieved 

(SDGs). 

continue to develop the Index in the coming 
years in order to support the establishment of 

to sustainable human development in the Arab 
region. 

Introduction

play an increasingly central role in driving 

 

current phase in the evolution of  human 
progress”,

sustainable development and the amount 
of  resources made available to support such 
progress.
highlighted this challenge, arguing that despite 
the relative progress achieved by certain Arab 

average. This “indicates the absence of  the 

genuine development.”7 

pioneering initiatives that seek to provide 

from a development perspective and guide 
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policymaking processes by highlighting areas of 

the Sustainable Development Goals, it is important 

improve not only data collection, reporting and 
availability, but also the timeliness of  data in the 
context of  data harmonization for better comparison 
across countries.

Source: UNESCO, 2015a.

The development of  the AKI represents 

qualitative assessment and diagnosis (Arab 

quantitative assessment and analytics; from 
using external tools to conceiving standardized 
adaptable tools that take into account countries’ 

challenges. 

The added value of  the AKI is its capacity to 

and expansion as a precondition to development. 
Most importantly, the Index: 

a precursor to cross-sectoral sustainable 
human development. 

- Integrates the multiple factors that contribute 

including – but not limited to – enabling 

countries’ development needs. 

links the various AKI indices and pillars to 
relevant global indicators. 

- Adopts a participatory approach and proceeds 
on the basis of  consensus among experts 
regarding conceptual and technical aspects. 

in a number of  Arab countries (Algeria, 
Egypt, Jordan, Morocco, Tunisia and the 
United Arab Emirates) in addition to direct 

experts and research centres inside and 
outside the Arab region.8

In this regard, the AKI intends to support the 
implementation of  the recommendations of  the 

underlines the need for a more comprehensive 
approach to sustainable development, the 
importance of  indices, the necessity of 
integration at the global, regional and national 
levels, and the need to focus on local contexts. 

put in place such an approach. 

The Sustainable Development Goals and targets 
are integrated and indivisible, global in nature and 
universally applicable, taking into account different 
national realities, capacities and levels of  development 
and respecting national policies and priorities. 

guided by the global level of  ambition but taking into 
account national circumstances.

Source: United Nations, 2015b. 

The AKI and the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development

a bold and ambitious development agenda, the 

9

“Today’s global realities and development 

development agenda should be more ambitious, 
interconnected, and universally applicable than 

and practical means for achieving sustainable 
development”.  As such, the SDGs aim 

to leave no one behind. 

Jan Eliasson, Deputy Secretary-General of  the 
United Nations said: 

ending poverty and building a safer and more 

national plans and aspirations. It enshrines
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vulnerable and those affected by protracted 

Unlike the previous Development Agenda, 

the SDGs also integrate the economic and 

the AKI and the SDGs share some underlying 
principles, namely:

- Vision: the AKI is based on a strategic 
vision that places the human being at the 
core of  sustainable development, being both 
the driver and the target of  development 

development today is a complex concept 

may respond.”   This is the same vision 

Agenda for Sustainable Development, 

sustainable human development, thereby 

development that invests in individuals to 
serve production, and human development 

thrive.
- Methodology: The AKI offers standardized 

strategies and policies).  As such, the AKI 
represents a contribution in the Arab region 

and to ensure that no one is left behind.” It 
adds that such data is key to decision-making, 
and that data and information from existing 

possible.  It is an effort to provide a basis 

acquired, transferred, and localized to 

- Inclusiveness: The sectoral indices that 
comprise the AKI include a large number 

Agenda. It is expected, therefore, that the 
regular implementation of  these composite 

reliable and constantly updated database that 

also represents a valuable contribution to 
overcoming the challenge of  data availability 
in the region highlighted by the General 
Assembly Declaration: “We recognize 
that baseline data for several of  the targets 

support for strengthening data collection 
and capacity building in Member States to 

they do not yet exist.”  

The conceptual framework 

The AKI is based on the three interdependent 
and functionally complementary basic concepts 

encompasses all mental processes, capacities 
and skills involving research, scrutiny, analysis, 

that may be used to bring about positive changes 
for people, develop their capabilities and expand 
their options. This is the foundation of  the 

emphasized across all AKP initiatives.  

Development:

The concept of  development goes beyond 
material progress, social development 

all intellectual, economic, political, social, 
environmental and other aspects surrounding 
the individual (i.e. human development).  
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According to the AKP: 

Real development enables societies to 
transform their physical potentials and natural 

creativity into a developmental base that lays 
the foundation for enabling environments 
that respect human rights, reduce poverty, 

spending is a real investment for the future 
and an expansion of  the opportunities for 

Sustainability:

dimensions: economic, social and environmental. 
Accordingly, sustainable development is 
development that “meets the needs of  the 

  

Knowledge for comprehensive and 
sustainable development

In this regard, the World Bank presented 

monitoring the overall level of  preparedness of 

countries identify challenges and opportunities, 

to measure such aspects of  a cognitive or 

indices. This highlights the importance of  the 

arena search for the methodological tools to 

sustainable development. 

Methodological framework 

development perspective, meets international 

different development contexts. 

Guiding principles  

Establishing an AKI that is structurally sound, 
sustainable and competitive requires a set of 
underlying principles to guide the process in all 
its stages. These include both generic and sector-

Generic principles

- Building the AKI on pillars that relate to 
the development priorities of  the Arab 

global development trends.

regional and international comparisons. 
- Ensuring that Index formulas are accurate, 

clear and presented coherently as part of  the 

- Identifying a clear model of  pillars and sub-

variables are relevant to each sectoral index. 
This constituted one of  the key challenges 
in the process of  developing the Index, 
given the lack of  data available for several 
variables.

- Collecting the data necessary to ensure the 
Index is compiled from credible and reliable 
sources. Due to the experimental nature 

agreed that data sources from as early as 

recognizing the limitations of  this practice in 
future stages of  Index development. 

organizations to combine these three concepts 
by underscoring the relationship between 
knowledge and development in its Knowledge 
for Development initiative. It argued that the  
real gap was not simply in income, but in the  
ability to acquire knowledge; and that the 
difference between rich and poor countries or 

resources, but also in their ability to produce, share 
or use knowledge to cope with daily challenges.19 
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Sector-specific principles 

- A composite index is developed by sector 

- The choice of  pillars, sub-pillars, 
components, sub-components and variables 

in light of  consultations and discussions 

index should be capable of  providing 

the conditions of  that sector in the countries 
that are currently included in the Index. 

 

appear under more than one index. In such 

is necessary to avoid inconsistency and 
overlap. 

suggested fundamental pillars, sub-pillars, 
components or sub-components, the 
concerned sector expert shall either employ 

data is available (providing this does not 
detract from the essence of  the Index), or 
choose to retain the measure in a limited 
form until the corresponding data becomes 
available for the Arab countries. The expert 
author may thus present an ideal/aspired-for 
composition versus a current composition 

available.

Stages of  Index development

The development of  the AKI involved four 

the most important indices available at the local, 
regional and international levels for each sector. 

in order to avoid replication of  available indices. 
Third, a development stage set the structure of 

external validity of  the selected indices and their 

expert consultations.

experience in developing and assessing indicators. 

organized to collect input from stakeholders, 
policymakers, researchers and professional 
experts. 

sensitivity of  variables and distribution of 

Figure 1: 

The six main sectoral indices of the Arab Knowledge Index 

Arab Knowledge 
Index

Information and
Communications

Technology

Technical
Vocational

Education and 
Training

Pre-University
Education

Research,
Development

and Innovation

Economy 
Higher

Education
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Inconsistency in some indices is attributed 
to the lack of  data. In other indices, such 
inconsistencies resulted from the nature of  the 

details are available in the chapter on Statistical 
Methodology. 

Quality control

Quality control in Index development is essential 

the evolution of  a particular sector and enable 
time and geographical comparisons. The AKI 

measures throughout the development stages 
(planning, designing, application, evaluation and 

cleaned at all stages of  sourcing, collection, 
processing, presentation and interpretation. 

similar credible international indicators and 

emerging issues.

As evaluation is an important factor in quality 

have been introduced in light of  feedback and 

The AKI 2016

to a higher degree of  accuracy and reliability, 

improvements in its sustainability. Revisions are 
essential in constructing indices, especially as 

regional and international developments and 
includes data that is updated in light of  available 
information and recently released statistics.

Revisions are also essential because development 

continued reconsideration of  its components, 
applicability to local contexts and responsiveness 
to emerging challenges.  

a revision of  its structure in light of  the results 

availability issues. Concerning the lack of  data, 
the research team sought to expand the number 

to variable selection to ensure better alignment 

- Adoption of  a revised structural model, 
as in the case of  the Technical Vocational 
Education and Training (TVET) Index.

- Changes in the sub-pillars, as in the case of 
the Pre-University Education Index.

- Changes in the components, as in the case of 
the Research, Development and Innovation 
(RDI) Index and the Higher Education 
Index.

- Addition, deletion and replacement of 
variables, as in the case of  all six indices. 

nomenclature and categorization of  certain 
variables. 

to each of  the six AKI indices and their relation 

of  the indices’ main composition and the key 

Pre-University Education Index

The inclusion of  this sector as a main 

role in developing human capital and advancing 

the traditional measures of  literacy, science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics 
(STEM) education and rates of  enrolment. 

The Pre-University Education Index measures 

the key components of  the educational system, 

outputs, enabling environments and general 
development contexts. 
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consultations, the team developed a composite 

knowledge capital; enabling environments; general 
developmental context; and management and governance 
of  the educational system. 

international datasets produced by the United 

Organization (UNESCO), the World Bank, and 
the TIMSS and PISA surveys, among others. 

Education is a fundamental right and the basis for 
progress in every country. Parents need information 
about health and nutrition if  they are to give their 
children the start in life they deserve. Prosperous 

The challenges of  conquering poverty, combatting 
climate change and achieving truly sustainable 
development in the coming decades compel us to 

Source: UNESCO, 2014b.

Technical Vocational Education and 
Training (TVET) Index 

The development of  the TVET Index is 
an attempt to capture the direct results 
of  modern technological advances and 
corresponding transformations in the labour 
market, occupations and required skills. Such 

skills and technological capabilities an essential 

economy but also in eliminating unemployment, 

sustainable human development.

currently constitute the main features of  this 

sector in the Arab region:

labour market needs. 

despite the prevalence of  the concept of 
self-employment in political, economic and 
media discourse.

TVET: Building Skills for Work and Life”, 
being a referential document outlining the 
importance of  this sector in the context of 
human development.

consisted of  three pillars: labour supply; labour 
demand; and entrepreneurship
data represents a key challenge in this sector.

the level of  the main pillars and the introduction 

the dynamics of  the TVET sector in the Arab 

education and training; organizational framework; and 
development context.

and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. 
Among other things, it aims to:

to affordable and quality technical, vocational and 
tertiary education, including university.

technical and vocational skills, for employment, 

and ensure equal access to all levels of  education 
and vocational training for the vulnerable, including 

children in vulnerable situations.

Source: United Nations, 2015b.

The revised 2016 version of  the index 
devotes additional attention to early childhood 
programmes and pre-school preparation, 
assigning them a dedicated sub-pillar under the 
enabling environment pillar. It also added a health 
context sub-pillar under the development context 
pillar, and replaced some variables. 

- By 2020, substantially expand globally the number 
of  scholarships available to developing countries,  
in particular least developed countries, small 
island developing States and African countries, for 
enrolment in higher education, including vocational 
training and information and communications 

programmes, in developed countries and other 
developing countries.
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Higher Education Index 

The higher education sector constitutes a vital 

based economies that improve development 

institutions produce the human capital needed 
by the labour market to achieve comprehensive 
social and economic development. 

built on a systemic approach based on three 
interrelated pillars, namely: higher education inputs, 
processes and outputs

credible international datasets such as those of 
the UNESCO, the World Bank and the Global 

indicators on economic competitiveness and 

maintained the same general structure, but some 

address gaps in data availability. 

Sustainable human development cannot be brought 

term interests take precedence over the quest for 

education establishments have a key role to play by 
contributing to equitable and sustainable development 
and to the culture of  peace by actively promoting 

on the basis of  respect for human rights, active citizen 
participation and mutual respect (Beirut). 

Source: UNESCO, 1998a.

Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT) Index

The importance of  ICT lies in its direct impact 
on all sectors, to an extent that has placed it 
at the centre of  governments’ visions and 

societies. At the same time, the ICT sector is 

role of  ICT in development is also central 
because it enhances “North–South, South–

South and triangular regional and international 
cooperation on and access to science, technology 

mutually agreed terms”.  

infrastructure; communication; cost-to-income 
ratio; and daily usage by individuals, institutions 
and governments. The second pillar comprises: 
the enabling environment, including the quality 
of  elementary, vocational and higher education 

system. 

the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, and the 
World Health Organization’s (WHO) Global 

Economic Forum’s (WEF) annual Global 
Information Technology Reports.

seen some changes at the level of  nomenclature 

changes. 

We are at the cusp of  an opportunity to achieve 
sustainable development, improving the lives of 

an important and distinct role to play in realizing 
this future. ICTs deliver important, cross-cutting 
synergies across different sectors, already delivering 
services such as mobile banking, e-education, 
e-government and mHealth; making them universally 

protect the environment, and achieve the sustainable 

Source: Zhao, 2015.

Economy Index

civilization and development, and is at the heart 
of  vital sectors such as politics, education, health 

There is increasing consensus among researchers 
and economic experts that the economic 

of  all, because a sound economy is a decisive 
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factor in maintaining the independence and 
sovereignty of  a country, in addition to achieving 

Development dedicates Goal 8 to: “Promote 
sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 

22 

Since economic reform requires an environment 

human capital levels),

to assess countries’ overall economic sectors, 
namely: organizational performance and human 
resources; competitiveness and creative development of  the 
economic structure; and economy-related ICT. 

sources, notably the WEF, the International 
Labour Organization (ILO), the UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics and the World Bank.

dynamic, sustainable, and innovative and people-
centred economies, promoting youth employment 

Source: United Nations, 2015b. 

Research, Development and Innovation 
(RDI) Index

Research, development and innovation are 
among the main elements that distinguish 
the economies of  developed countries from 
developing ones, and a precondition to achieving 
sustainable development. 

RDI activities are essential to human 
development as they: 

Achieve higher levels of  economic 

technological upgrading and innovation, 
including through a focus on high-value 

Promote development-oriented policies that 

creation, entrepreneurship, creativity and 
innovation, and encourage the formalization 

sized enterprises, including through access to 

technology development, research and 
innovation in developing countries, including 
by ensuring a conducive policy environment 

value addition to commodities.

the three main pillars of  this sector: political, 
economic and social environment and infrastructure; 
innovation; and research and development.

including those of  the World Bank, the 
UNESCO Institute for Statistics, the WEF, 
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD) and the Global 
Competitiveness Reports. 

sub-pillars: innovation in production, and social 
context conducive to innovation and creativity. 

the pillar research and development.   

General results of the AKI 2016

According to the general structure of  the  

(Figure 2).

- In general, the Gulf  Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries ranked higher than all other 
Arab countries on all sectoral indices. The 

sectors (TVET, higher education, economy, 

pre-university education sector. On the 
other hand, the performance of  Comoros, 

of  these countries have been suffering 
from unstable social, political and security 
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university education sector, four countries in 

sector, one country in the economy sector 

countries – such as Bahrain, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates – have 
recently begun to make advances in several 

performing countries to replicate and localize 
their achievements. 

When comparing the performance of  countries 
in various sectors a certain disparity emerges. In 

a case of  general excellence.

a case of  general deterioration. 

unbalanced development efforts, leading to 

the expense of  another.

In addition, the scores of  the Arab countries 

and political, social and economic stability. 
Development has integral, inseparable 
dimensions. Therefore, development challenges 

coordinated solutions. Appropriate security 
conditions are vital; sustainable development 
cannot be achieved unless there is peace and 
security, as noted in the Agenda for Sustainable 

current conditions in some Arab countries 
could have serious future consequences in terms 

Figure 2: 
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Pre-University Education Index

Higher Education Index

Information and Communications Technology Index

Technical Vocational Education and Training Index

Economy Index

Research, Development and Innovation Index

Performance of Arab countries on the sectoral indices

and three countries in the RDI sector. 
Based on the above, it is not possible to talk 
about an AKI average score. This is because 
such a score would be misleading for at least 
two reasons. Firstly, it will not show the results 
of  each country, which defeats the purpose  
of  the AKI (to be a diagnostic tool rather than 
a ranking tool). Secondly, there is a group of 
Arab countries which have not performed 
well because they are experiencing exceptional 
circumstances; their results will lower the  
average of  the Arab region and offset progress 
achieved in other countries.
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efforts to assist these countries in overcoming 
their crises. 

Conclusion 

The multitude of  challenges faced by the Arab 

underscore the need for a comprehensive and 

centred sustainable human development 
necessitates the establishment of  reliable and 
systematic tools to monitor and evaluate the 

Arab countries. 

a key initiative in achieving sustainable human 
development in the Arab region. It not only 

be best employed in a development context.

diagnostic data required to support development 
policies and strategies across various sectors in 
the Arab region. These diagnostic data enable 
countries to set realistic visions, goals and 
feasible implementation policies that take into 
consideration both local contexts and emerging 

development. 

While observing that no great leap in 

and evaluating all contributing sectors, the 
AKI serves as a tool to centralize and store 

customized development solutions. 
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Endnotes

to achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Three reports have been co-
authored to date by the UNDP and the Mohammed Bin Rashid Al Maktoum Foundation: 

2

supports both Arabic and English languages. It seeks to become the referential hub for data 

7

8

9

 Ibid.

22 Ibid.


