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THE LIFE COURSE FOR A MORE INCLUSIVE WORLD

INTRODUCTION

With its central pledge to leave no one behind and to reach
the furthest behind first, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development echoes the commitment to promoting social
inclusion contained in the 1995 Copenhagen Declaration on
Social Development.

In SDG Target 10.21, countries explicitly committed to
promoting the social, economic, and political inclusion of
all, regardless of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, ori-
gin, religion, or economic or other status. Yet in many con-
texts, these ascribed characteristics remain a significant
source of disadvantage. A sizeable share of total inequal-
ity in income is explained by inherited characteristics that
should have no bearing on life chances, for example, 77
per cent in South Africa, 66 per cent in Brazil, 50 per cent
in India and 49 per cent in Bulgaria.2 These inequalities are
unfair and persistent, often passed from one generation to
the next through interlinked disadvantages in health, edu-
cation, nutrition, and access to decent work.

Given persistent and high inequalities, improving the terms
of participation for people who are disadvantaged on the
basis of their group characteristics through enhanced access
to opportunities, resources, voice and respect for rights is
crucial to achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Devel-
opment.3 This brief illustrates how inequality in opportu-
nity between different population groups can be quantified
using existing household survey data, drawing on analysis
conducted for the 2025 edition of the World Social Report.

GROUP-BASED INEQUALITY IN CHILDHOOD
OUTCOMES IS NOT DECLINING FAST ENOUGH

The process of social exclusion begins early in life. Children
born into households living in poverty face overlapping

1 "By 2030, empower and promote the social, economic and political inclusion of
all, irrespective of age, sex, disability, race, ethnicity, origin, religion or economic
or other status.”

2 See the Global Estimates of Opportunity and Mobhility data visualization tool.

3 See United Nations, Report on the World Social Situation 2016 — leaving no one
behind: the imperative of inclusive social development for more on this definition
of social inclusion and its links to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development
and the Sustainable Development Goals.

Key Messages

» While there has been progress in promoting opportunities for
all since the 1990s, group-based inequalities persist, including
during childhood. Gaps between groups are not closing fast
enough; the goal of leaving no one behind is likely to remain out
of reach by 2030.

» Given the profound influence of early life experiences on long-
term health and economic outcomes, investing in the well-being
of all infants and young children offers a powerful means
of addressing entrenched inequalities and promoting social
inclusion.

» Access to decent and productive employment is crucial for social
inclusion. However, labour market inequalities between groups
remain pervasive, even between people with similar levels of
education.

» Collecting and disseminating disaggregated data, particularly
by those characteristics listed in the Sustainable Development
Goals, such as ethnicity, race, economic or disability status, is
key to tracking progress in reducing social exclusion. However,
the current global development funding landscape threatens the
future of publicly available data sets for measuring inequality
between different population groups.

disadvantages: poor nutrition, limited early stimula-
tion, parental unemployment or poor health, and under-
resourced schools. These adverse conditions, especially
during infancy and early childhood, can hinder the devel-
opment of foundational capabilities, reduce future earn-
ings potential, and limit social mobility. For children from
socially marginalized groups, the effects of living in pov-
erty are often compounded by additional structural barri-
ers and discrimination, placing them on a path of cumula-
tive disadvantage.

Despite global improvements in children’s health, school
attendance, and access to basic infrastructure and ser-
vices, persistent group-based inequalities reveal both
areas of progress and significant shortcomings.

Since the 1990s, there has been some progress in improv-
ing child health as measured by the percentage of children
stunted across all groups, based on selected parental and

Authors: Ismael Issifou and Maren Jiménez, Emerging Issues and Trends in Development, Division for Inclusive Social Development, UN DESA. This
Policy Brief draws on analysis contained in the World Social Report 2025. For additional discussion on the role of data in promoting social inclusion
and recommendations in this regard, see also the non-paper on social inclusion prepared by the United Nations Inter-Agency Task Force (UN IATF)

supporting preparations for the Second World Summit for Social Development.
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Figure 1

Trends in the proportion of stunted children by household
and household head characteristics, selected countries,
1990s to 2020s

Figure 2

Trends in secondary school attendance by household and
household head characteristics, selected countries, 1990s
to 2020s

At the current rate of progress, gaps in childhood stunting will
not close by 2030

Household head characteristics

With concerted efforts, gaps in secondary school attendance can
be closed in the next decades

Household head characteristics
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Source: Calculations based on data from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS)
and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS).

Notes: Stunting estimates are based on data for 59 countries. A child is considered
stunted if she or he is below minus two standard deviations from the WHO Child Growth
Standards median height-for-age. Household wealth as measured by DHS and MICS is
based on a household's ownership of selected assets, materials used for housing
construction and access to water and sanitation facilities. Ethnic groups are classified
as "worst-off" and “best-off" based exclusively on the prevalence of stunting and
secondary school attendance in the starting year. Estimates by ethnic group are based
on data for 35 countries, including 20 in Africa, 6 in Latin America and the Caribbean, 6
in Asia and 3 in Europe. Calculations are simple averages of existing country-level data
for the earliest survey (ranging from 1994 to the early 2000s) and the latest survey (from
2010 t0 2022). Annual percentage change is calculated by identifying the earliest and
latest survey years that cover the largest number of countries (17 years).

household characteristics (see figure 1). Notwithstanding
progress, globally, the SDG target on stunting is unlikely
to be met by 2030.4 The observed rates of decline, moreo-
ver, raise concerns about whether group-based gaps in the
prevalence of stunting can be closed by the SDG target year
of 2030 as well. The prevalence of stunting is declining at
an annual rate of 2.4 per cent among children in the richest
quintile, for instance, but only by 1.4 per cent among chil-
dren in the poorest households.

Similar patterns emerge when considering household head
characteristics such as ethnicity, educational attainment or
place of residence. In all cases, the rate of decline in stunt-
ing among children from the most disadvantaged groups—
whether rural households, the worst-off ethnic groups, or
households where the head has no formal education—is
too slow to close the gap between the best-off and worst-
off children. Under a business-as-usual scenario, those
who are furthest behind in terms of stunting will remain
behind, not only until 2030, but well into the future.

Access to good-quality education can help level the playing
field or reinforce existing inequalities, depending on how
it is distributed. With the notable success achieved at the
global level in the provision of primary education, gaps in

4 United Nations, The Sustainable Development Goals Report 2024.

Source: Calculations based on data from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS)
and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS).

Notes: Secondary school attendance estimates are based on data for 61 countries.
Household wealth as measured by DHS and MICS is based on a household'’s
ownership of selected assets, materials used for housing construction and access
to water and sanitation facilities. Ethnic groups are selected and classified as
‘worst-off” and "best-off” based exclusively on the prevalence of stunting and
secondary school enrolment in the starting year. Estimates by ethnic group are
based on data for 35 countries, including 20 in Africa, 6 in Latin America and the
Caribbean, 6 in Asia and 3 in Europe. Calculations are simple averages of existing
country-level data for the earliest survey (ranging from 1994 to the early 2000s) and
for the latest survey (from 2010 to 2022). Annual percentage change is calculated
by identifying the earliest and latest survey years that cover the largest number of
countries (17 years).

secondary education have received increasing attention,
including in the 2030 Agenda.

Although gaps in secondary school attendance remain,
in all cases, progress has been faster among those fur-
thest behind (see figure 2). For example, secondary school
attendance increased from 38 to 52 per cent among the
worst-off ethnic groups, on average—an annual increase
of 1.6 per cent—while it rose from 49 to 64 per cent among
the best-off ethnic group, an annual rate of 1.4 per cent.
Although a notable gap remains, faster progress among the
worst-off groups suggests that with sustained effort, gaps
could eventually close. Yet at the current pace, exhibited in
Figure 2, convergence between the best-off and worst-off
ethnic groups would occur by approximately 2085. With-
out concerted action, achieving full equality in secondary
school attendance by 2030 remains very unlikely.

These differing trends in stunting and secondary school
attendance highlight the complex and uneven nature of
social inclusion, where gains in one area do not necessar-
ily translate to similar improvements in others. Different
indicators thus capture distinct aspects of social exclu-
sion, making it essential to monitor progress across a broad
spectrum of dimensions to avoid overlooking critical ine-
qualities across the life course, including those related to
employment.
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UNEQUAL OPPORTUNITY TO DECENT WORK

Access to decent and productive employment in adulthood
is a key foundation of social inclusion.® Yet labour market
inequalities persist and are, in some cases, growing.s The
labour market continues to make socially driven distinc-
tions based on personal attributes that should have no
bearing on job opportunities or workers’ competencies and
skills.

Persons with disabilities face significant and persistent
challenges in accessing education and the labour market.
Young people with disabilities, for example, are almost
twice as likely to not be engaged in education or employ-
ment compared to youth without disabilities.” For those
persons with disabilities who do find employment, over-
representation in informal employment signals the exist-
ence of structural barriers that prevent them from access-
ing formal and secure job opportunities.8

These employment disparities are not uniform; they inter-
sect with other factors, suggesting complex dynamics at
play. Education, for example, plays a critical role in shap-
ing labour market outcomes; in general, workers with
higher levels of education are less likely to work in informal
employment. Figure 3 shows how the effect of education on
the likelihood of informal employment varies by disability
status. While persons with disabilities disproportionately
work in informal jobs, the gap in access to formal employ-
ment between persons with disabilities and those without
is more pronounced at lower educational levels.

Obtaining higher levels of education reduces the risk of
informal employment for persons with disabilities, but it
does not eliminate the disparity in informality between
persons with disabilities and those without. Strikingly,
even with an advanced degree, persons with disabilities
continue to face barriers in accessing formal, secure, and
well-compensated jobs, highlighting the need for targeted,
inclusive labour market policies and greater efforts to dis-
mantle stigma and discrimination.

DISAGGREGATED DATA ARE ESSENTIAL
TO PROMOTE SOCIAL INCLUSION

No country can achieve the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) if segments of its population are systemati-
cally excluded from social and economic progress. Persis-
tent group-based inequalities represent a profound chal-
lenge to achieving the SDGs. These inequalities are often
rooted in historic injustices and reinforced through struc-
tural barriers that continue to shape unequal opportuni-
ties across generations.

Ensuring equality of opportunity—a foundational principle
of inclusive societies—requires tackling the intergenera-

5 The digital divide and the labour market impacts of technological changes sig-
nificantly impact social inclusion outcomes, yet fall outside of the scope of this
brief. For analysis on these issues and their relationship with inclusion, see
United Nations, World Social Report 2025: a new policy consensus to accelerate
social progress.

6 United Nations, World Social Report 2025: a new policy consensus to accelerate
social progress.

7 United Nations Flagship Report on Disability and Development 2024.

8 Promoting social inclusion: what's the scorecard, United Nations World Social
Report 2025 thematic paper.

Figure 3
Panel regression predicting the combined effect of disability
status and educational attainment on informal employment

Increased education is not sufficient to break the barriers to
decent work faced by persons with disabilities
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Source: Calculations based on harmonized labour force surveys by the ILO.
Notes: The results predict the likelihood of informal employment for persons with
disabilities and those without. The higher the line, the higher the informal
employment rate. Results are based on panel regressions for respondents 15 and
older that control for disability status, gender, place of residence, and education
level. Each of these variables is also interacted with disability status. Only results
for education level are shown here. The lines are colored by completed education
level: basic, intermediate, and advanced. The position of each line indicates how
informal employment rates vary by education. The regressions on the informal
employment rate are based on an unbalanced panel of 90 countries over 15 years.
The plotted interaction effects are statistically significant (p < 0.01). The vertical
lines extending above and below each point represent confidence intervals,
indicating uncertainty or variability in the estimate.

tional cycle of exclusion. It calls for early and sustained
investments in quality services to build human capital
for all, with a deliberate focus on those who are furthest
behind, as well as addressing systemic barriers to social
inclusion, particularly prejudice and discrimination.

But for action to promote social inclusion, data on who
is experiencing exclusion is needed. While important
progress has been made on measurement in the past few
decades, several methodological challenges and data gaps
remain.

Tracking progress towards social inclusion and assessing
who is being left behind is challenging for several reasons.
People can be excluded from many domains of life, and
there are many characteristics that put people at the risk
of disadvantage and exclusion, especially in the absence of
public services and redistributive policies; the relevance
of each characteristic depends strongly on the country
and local contexts. Furthermore, adequately assessing
who is being left behind and how not only requires objec-
tive indicators on the behaviours of and outcomes among
people and groups, but also subjective perceptions and
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feelings. Exclusion is, after all, a personal experience, and
the views of those affected by it or at risk of being left
behind cannot be disregarded.®

In addition, much about group-based inequality is still to
be understood and has yet to be measured, particularly
among groups excluded from traditional data collection
efforts, such as internally displaced persons, people liv-
ing in institutions, and people experiencing homeless-
ness. These populations are often the hardest to reach,
not only through data collection efforts but also through
the opportunities and resources needed to promote their
inclusion.

Member States have committed to identifying those who
are being left behind and reaching those who are the
furthest behind first.’? Realizing this commitment will
require the collection and dissemination of inclusive and
disaggregated data. Yet, the future of the key sources of
harmonized and disaggregated data on unequal opportu-
nities—particularly in infant and child outcomes—for the
developing world is under threat. The termination of the
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) in February 2025
hasdireimplications for the monitoring of social exclusion,
and more broadly, for monitoring the SDGs. Researchers

9 United Nations, Report on the World Social Situation 2016 - leaving no one behind:
the imperative of inclusive social development.

10 A/RES/78/1, Political declaration of the high-level political forum on sustain-
able development convened under the auspices of the General Assembly, 16
October 2023.

and analysts have highlighted the importance of DHS data
to monitoring maternal and child health and mortality, as
well as other health indicators.’ DHS data has also served
as an indispensable resource for information on household
characteristics and access to services, helping to expose
inequalities in low- and middle-income countries where
reliable, regular and comparable data on social develop-
ment tend to be scarce.

As a response, the United Nations Statistical Commaission
has established a task force to support countries’ responses
to the termination of the DHS and potential reduction of
other survey programmes, including by exploring access
to existing DHS data and documentation, as appropriate,
and developing a sustainable long-term solution to demo-
graphic and health data production.’? Going forward,
national, regional and international actors will need to
come together to assess the full impact of the loss of this
key data source and to devise new and innovative strate-
gies to gather the data needed to identify who is being left
behind. The Second World Summit for Social Development,
to be held in Doha, Qatar from 4 to 6 November 2025, pre-
sents an opportunity to commit to concrete actions to pro-
mote social inclusion, including actions to generate better
data to leave no one behind, now and in the future.

11 See, for example, Khaki and others (2025). When health data go dark: the impor-
tance of DHS Program and imagining its future. BMC Medicine, vol. 23.
12 E/CN.3/2025/37, Statistical Commission: report on the 56th session.
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