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Abstract 

Big Data and A.I. offers vast analytical opportunities for policy makers to assess complex real-time information to track 
and monitor SDG progress, and to design policies toward SDG advancement. However, Big Data and A.I. based decision-
making can reinforce and magnify pre-existing inequalities and bias, whilst distorting or amplifying real world exclusion 
and discrimination against marginalised groups This paper discusses private corporation involvement in the provision 
of Big Data and A.I. services, and their potential negative impact on 2030 Agenda policy and decision-making. Alongside 
assessment of existing concerns regarding the erosion of data privacy, data colonialism and the enclosure of the global 
digital commons, through unequal power dynamics between corporations, governments and citizens. The paper’s 
recommendations show how the utilisation of Big Data and A.I. for SDG advancement can be capitalised upon through 
the construction of dynamic, robust and inclusive public data ecosystems, via UN funded data co-operatives and 
algorithmic accountability programmes. 

 

Introduction 

‘Quality, accessible, timely and reliable disaggregated data will be needed to help with the measurement of 
progress and to ensure that no one is left behind. Such data is key to decision-making’. (United Nations, 2015, 
p. 13) 

Big Data1 and A.I.2 (henceforth, BDAI) presents a vast 
opportunity for the advancement of the SDGs (AI4SDGs, 
2021; Bhutani & Paliwal, 2015; Seele & Lock, 2017;), 
and offers vast analytical possibilities to track and 
monitor progress of SDG Indicators (Letouzé, 2015; Wu 
et al., 2020). BDAI can assist SDG policy-makers (Xu et 
al., 2020; Milano et al., 2014) with real-time structural 
information (MacFeely, 2019), regulatory oversight 
(Yaeger et al., 2019) and governance (Sharma et al., 
2020). There exists concerns over BDAI, and its 
utilisation in sustainable development as BDAI-based 
decision-making can reinforce and magnify pre-existing 
inequalities and bias, whilst distorting or amplifying 
real world exclusion and discrimination against 
marginalised groups (Karimi et al., 2018), unless 
diversity and inclusion are factored in (Mitchell et al., 
2020). Additionally, there are predictions that BDAI 
may have negative economic and social impacts on 

 
1 Big Data are data sets whose size, type or complexity are 
beyond the ability of traditional methodologies or relational 
databases. For further information please see 
https://www.ibm.com/analytics/hadoop/big-data-analytics  
2 A.I. - Artificial Intelligence uses machine learning to mimic 
human problem-solving and decision-making capabilities 
and in some case try to exceed them. For further information 
please see https://www.ibm.com/cloud/learn/what-is-
artificial-intelligence  
3 Information and communications technology (ICT) - 
technological and communication tools used to transmit, 

developing nations in the near future, by reducing 
employment (Carmody, 2020) and through the 
reshoring of ICT3 activities back to advanced economies 
(Baldwin, 2019). Whilst BDAI is a positive enabler of 
over 79% of SDG Targets, it can negatively affect over 
35%, as per Figure 1 below. 

Across a variety of UN agencies4 5 BDAI is utilised for the 
SDGs in public-private partnerships (TReNDS, 2021b; 
UNGP, 2021a), an approach that is reflected by other 
international development agencies (USAID, 2021). 
UNESCAP (2017) positions these public-private 
partnerships (PPP) as a form of data philanthropy, a 
win-win partnership under the structure of corporate 
social responsibility. This relationship affords private 
corporations the opportunity to improve their 
reputation through the provision of open data services, 
which allow the UN to undertake complex data analysis 

store, create or share information and data. For further 
information please see http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-
term/information-and-communication-technologies-ict  
4 UN Global Pulse - works towards developing applications of 
BDAI for sustainable development and humanitarian action 
on a variety of innovative projects for social good. (UNGP, 
2021b) 
5 SDNSN Thematic Research Network on Data and Statistics 
(TReNDS) - utilise BDAI towards the SDGs through a variety 
of data projects. (TReNDS, 2021a) 

https://www.ibm.com/analytics/hadoop/big-data-analytics
https://www.ibm.com/cloud/learn/what-is-artificial-intelligence
https://www.ibm.com/cloud/learn/what-is-artificial-intelligence
http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/information-and-communication-technologies-ict
http://uis.unesco.org/en/glossary-term/information-and-communication-technologies-ict
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of SDG indicators, subsequently informing policy and 
decisions, and may allow developing countries to bridge 
the data gap.  

The data gap in question is large, with over four billion 
people and 93% of households in developing countries 
without access to the Internet (USAID, 2021). 
Additionally there exists a vast data disparity between 
states (Schmidt-Traub et al., 2017), with 72% of 
countries requiring external assistance (FAO, 2019).  As 
a result, reducing the data gap and digital inequality is 
key to the SDGs (Hassani et al., 2021), as gaps prevent 
developing countries adequately assessing their 
citizen's needs, which impacts upon their ability to 
design the correct policies to support those (Stuart et al., 
2015). Collaborations with the private sector are 

promoted as a positive mechanism for SDG outcomes, as 
they sectors has the economies of scale to both leverage 
BDAI to foster social and economic good via effective 
data use, and to surmount the data gap (Viswanathan et 
al., 2021). 

Notwithstanding, a number of questions emerge, such 
as who should bridge this divide? Who are the end users 
of these SDGs BDAI ecosystems and algorithms; 
governments? Are they UN agencies, NGOs or private 
corporations? If so, what checks and balances are 
required to ensure accountability and transparency? 
What mechanisms and frameworks should be in place 
to ensure that these data ecosystem positively 
contribute towards the SDGs? 

 

Figure 1. BDAI as a positive or negative enabler of SDGs Targets 

 
Source: The role of artificial intelligence in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals (Vinuesa et al., 2020)  

 

Concerns 

The reliance on private corporations within PPPs to 
collate and control the vast social, economic, 
environmental and geospatial data required for the 
2030 Agenda can lead towards private appropriation of 
the digital data sphere, which can erode data privacy 
(Foster & McChesney, 2014). Resulting in 'data 
colonialism' (Stürmer et al., 2021), as corporations grab 
vast tracts of the global data market, and enclose the 
digital commons. Data colonialism also has the 
possibility of drawing developing states into 
asymmetrical Global North-South trade and investment 
scenarios (Howson, 2020).  

This leads towards further dependence on the private 
sector by governments, and creates long-term 
consequences of data privacy, creating a 'society of 
control' (Sadowski & Pasquale, 2015), and the 

possibility of a big tech global gilded age. This 
disproportionately would go against the goal of 'leaving 
no one behind', as these PPPs can reinforce unequal 
power dynamics between corporations, governments 
and citizens resulting in unequal distribution of 
potential benefits of the SDG, (Cheng, 2020), as they may 
inevitably force governments into reproducing and 
expanding socioeconomic policies that only benefit 
private corporations (Wood & Monahan, 2019). 

Private driven data collection becomes a form of capital 
to be extracted and accumulated, resulting in a drive 
towards data extraction without private consent 
(Sadowski, 2019) as private corporations fail to respect 
cultural or political norms and rights, driven by the data 
imperative (Schildt, 2020) to extract as much data as 
possible by any means necessary (Fourcade and Healy, 
2017). This allows private corporations to control 
access to the conditions of capital production, in this 
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case data and the data ecosystems6, resulting in ‘digital 
rentierism’, granting them the 'ability to derive income 
(rent) from access to these data assets’ (Sadowski, 
2020a, p. 565).  

Critics point towards the UN Global Pulse's Data for 
Climate Action as an example of a SDG focused private-
public collaboration that allows private corporations to 
extract and accumulate profit-oriented data by framing 
'personal data as necessary evidence for crucial 
decision making', (Espinoza & Aronczyk, 2021, p. 9). 

Private corporations’ data-driven systems can 
reproduce and reflect inequalities as they can be 
manipulated towards reinforcing societal bias and 
discrimination (O'Neil, 2016). They can also 
dehumanise citizens and societal interactions by 
reducing them into data sets, diminishing their 
complexity, and allowing elites to exert control over 
marginalised communities (Sadowski, 2020b). This 
reduces democratic ability to shape our social, cultural 
and political spheres (Mayer-Schönberger and Ramge, 
2018), decreasing the huge potential of BDAI towards 
the SDGs in terms of policy and decision making (Ryan 
et al., 2019).  

Recommendations 

Utilising BDAI for good is necessary in achieving the 
SDGs, and requires the construction of dynamic, robust 
and inclusive data ecosystems for all. BDAI policy and 
decision-making is highly centralised, resulting in a 
propensity towards elite control that necessitates a 
public data ecosystem based on cooperation, self-
regulation and participatory empowerment (Helbing & 
Hausladen, 2022). In the construction of these data 
ecosystems, UN agencies need to ensure that human and 
data rights (Soh et al., 2018), alongside civil society 
perspectives are included in their construction to help 
identify issues and bias, and to leverage data to ensure 
effective SDG implementation (The Danish Institute for 
Human Rights, 2021). 

If we wish to leave no one behind we must ensure we 
give voice and agency to all. Moving governance away 
from private companies, private-public partnerships or 
impartial algorithms towards an economy of 
information that is open and transparent in civic 
engagement (Couldry & Powell, 2014). This process 
should be rooted in the three pillar concepts of 
international data justice (Taylor, 2017), that would 
integrate transnational data rights and privacy-based 

 
6 Data ecosystem is a platform that combines data and 
information from numerous providers and constructs value 
through their process and usage. For further information 

freedoms into publically owned data systems and 
analytics.  

In the avoidance of the potential long-term negative 
impacts in using data platforms by private companies, 
UN policies could be directed towards open knowledge 
and a shared social data economy via digital 
cooperativism (Scholz, 2016). This can be achieved via 
open digital commons models and cooperative 
principles that can foster a positive BDAI ecosystem for 
the achievement of the SDGs (Morell et al., 2020). Key to 
this would be ‘data co-operatives’ that would allow UN 
agencies, governments, civil society and citizens to 
avoid the pitfalls of data extractivism and surveillance 
capitalism (Zuboff, 2019), towards a future of 
indigenous data sovereignty (Calzada, 2021a).   

Data co-operatives act like credit unions for data 
management storage, with their obligation solely 
towards benefiting its members (Pentland & Haradjono, 
2021a; Pentland & Haradjono, 2021b), creating a 
citizen-driven and controlled data ecosystem (Calzada, 
2021b; Blasimme et al., 2018). These can be combined 
with strong governance frameworks to ensure 
democratic platforms that protect citizen's rights 
(Mathiesen, 2014), and ensure countries can control 
data flows for data sovereignty, avoiding data 
colonialism (Mejias, 2019). The EU’s General Data 
Protection Regulation (GDPR) (GDPR, 2021), Strategy 
for Data (EC, 2020) and the Data Governance Act (EC, 
2021), provides a governance framework for national 
data sovereignty. Whilst the proposed data-cooperative 
framework would allow citizens to decide how their 
data is stored and used (Craglia et al., 2021), and is 
based on Rawl's concept of a ‘property-owning 
democracy’ (Loi, et al., 2020). 

In summary, this policy brief's recommendations are as 
follows,  

1. UN Agencies should provide the required 
funding to close technological and data gaps 
between developing and developed nations.  

2. Fund and enable civil societies and government 
partnerships to construct and scale up data co-
operatives to foster community-driven data 
sovereignty.  

3. Fund and/or provide the required training to 
these co-operatives that allow them to operate 
independently.  

please see https://www.mckinsey.com/business-
functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/tech-
forward/data-ecosystems-made-simple  

https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/tech-forward/data-ecosystems-made-simple
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/tech-forward/data-ecosystems-made-simple
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/mckinsey-digital/our-insights/tech-forward/data-ecosystems-made-simple
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4. Establish algorithmic accountability 
programmes to ensure AI-based systems do not 
reinforce institutional bias, unequal power 
structures and inequalities (Diakopoulos, 
2015). Within the data co-ops this would also 
entail consistent systemic examination of pre-, 
in-, and post-processing methods of data by AI 
(Ntoutsi et al., 2019).  

5. Advance and establish effective good digital 
governance procedures and regulatory policies 
(Elmi, 2020), that establishes accountability for 
global societal data (Shiffman & Shawar, 2020).  

6. Ensure data co-operatives and their 
practitioners are vital stakeholders in designing 
and implementing policies related to future SDG 
BDAI decision-making. 

‘When artificial intelligence and Big Data meet the social reality of human coordination, we can become 
more sustainable’. (Mayer-Schönberger and Ramge, 2018, p. 211) 
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