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1. INTRODUCTION

Statistics can serve to benefit society, but, when manipulated politically or otherwise, may be used as
instruments by the powerful to maintain the status quo or even for the purposes of oppression.
Statisticians working internationally, usually employed by international, supra-national or bilateral
agencies, face a range of problems as they try to ‘make a difference’ to the lives of the poorest people
in the world. One of the most difficult is the dilemma between open accountability and national
sovereignty (in relation to what data are collected, the methods used and who is to have access to the
results). We work in a context which is changing markedly because of increasing globalisation and
new modalities of development co-operation and partnership.

This paper addresses the problems of improving the quality of cross-national data. I aim to raise
consciousness of the role of statisticians employed in the international context, to explain some of the
constraints under which they work, to address principles which ought to govern the activities of
statisticians generally and to evaluate the relevance of such principles to international statisticians in
particular. This paper draws upon my recent Presidential Address to the Royal Statistical Society
(Presented June 2001, JRSS Series D forthcoming).

1.1 Role of international statistics

Statisticians working internationally are likely to be involved in the following activities:

• The tracking of international development aid and charitable giving
• Monitoring the effectiveness of aid and evaluating the success of different aid paradigms
• The collection and dissemination of cross-nationally comparable data, guardianship of these

databases and support of, and consultation with, users
• The analysis and interpretation of cross-national data
• Special methodological and technical projects including the development of statistical

concepts
• The development and maintenance of international classifications, and standardised

procedures to promote comparability of data
• Technical capacity building and other support for users and producers of data within countries
• Establishing and sharing good practice in statistics, supporting activities which improve the

quality of data and preventing the re-invention of the wheel
• Advocacy for evidence-based policies

Of these activities one of they key ones is to foster the collection of comparable data across nations, the
main objectives being:

• to enable countries to gain a greater understanding of their own situation by comparing
themselves with others, thus learning from one another and sharing good practice. “They
(cross-national measures) help to reveal not only intriguing differences between countries and
cultures, but also aspects of one’s own country and culture that would be difficult or
impossible to detect from domestic data alone.” (Jowell (1998))
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• to permit the aggregation of data across countries to provide a global picture, thus enabling the
design of international initiatives informed by evidence

• to provide information for purposes of the accountability of nations and for the assessment,
development and monitoring of supra-national policies

Although collecting comparable data is difficult, Jowell argues that the measurement problems
encountered are not a sufficient reason for abandoning cross-national research because of their growing
importance due to globalisation and moves towards cross-national governance. Instead he argues for
circumspection in their analysis and a resistance to drawing “heroic conclusions on the basis of
unexpected national variations in the answers to a single question.” He outlines a number of practical
rules for mitigating some of the problems in relation to comparative research. These are laudable aims
but as a statistician working in UNESCO, a community of 189 nations, I find it difficult to see how all
of them can be achieved (for example ‘Social scientists should undertake not to interpret data relating
to a country about which they know little or nothing”, “Analysts of cross-national data should resist the
temptation to compare too many countries at once”, and “Cross-national surveys should ideally be
confined to the smallest number of countries consistent with their aims”). On the other hand the call to
analyse data whilst taking account of the appropriate context, to provide access to full methodological
information for each nation, and to suspend belief in any major country differences discovered before
determining whether they result from differences in methodology or the interpretation of methodology
are all very important lessons for international statisticians. As Jowell (1998) points out all
“quantitative surveys depend for their reliability on a sort of principle of equality or equivalence” and
thus the problems are not unique to cross-national studies.

1.1.1 Models for achieving comparability

There are substantially different models of collecting cross-national data. These include:
• the (fortunately discredited) ‘safari method’ whereby international researchers visit countries

to collect the data they need, withdraw the data to an industrialised country and analysis it
there with limited appreciation of the context of the data

• the collaborative model as exemplified by the International Social Survey Programme in
which a research team comprising participants from all of the countries jointly design the key
aspects of the study

• pre-collection harmonisation whereby representatives of the countries are consulted to
resolve differences in their methodologies in advance of the data collection and the work is
mediated by an international or regional statistical agency (this is the model employed by
Eurostat in relation to much of the cross-European data)

• post-hoc harmonisation in which countries collect data independently with the data being
later re-analysed in the light of comparative research.

Obviously it is desirable to involve national experts who have an understanding of the individual
datasets and their context and valid interpretation. However this is expensive and may not always be
the best use of scarce resources. A compromise model can be to work in regional teams which
collaborate closely and then to attempt post-hoc harmonisation of the data across the regions. This can
be more efficient because countries can more easily and cheaply share expertise, they have a greater
understanding of one another’s situation, they are more likely to share common problems and to find
similar relevant solutions, there may be reduced diversity of language, the ‘leading country’ in a
region may help the others, and they may have a common identity. But the regional model also has
disadvantages in that it is more difficult for the leading countries in a region to develop and learn, and
it can mean that the global picture is lost. Partitioning the world can lead to a fragmentation of
policies and a lack of appreciation of the inter-dependence of countries. For example it can be argued
that equity and sustainability within the poorest countries cannot be achieved without fundamental
rethinking of Northern consumption and expenditure. Allocating countries to homogeneous clusters
also reduces the opportunity to explore exciting differences which emerge when comparing across a
heterogeneous group (for an example of heterogeneous comparisons in the field of education see
Colclough (2001), who has carried out a study comparing the very different primary education
systems in Anglophone and Francophone Africa).
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1.1.2 Problems in achieving comparability

The problems involved in collecting comparable data include the fact that the need for cross-national
data leads to the acceptance of the lowest common denominator; that it fosters inertia in the system by
making revisions difficult (the problem of making the methodologies relevant for the strongest
countries as well as those at the ‘trailing edge’); that it is vital to be sensitive to the burden of data
requests on countries; that cross-national data may not be specific to national needs thereby making it
more difficult to involve users of national data and distorting national agendas. For example, in
primary education, data harmonised internationally are of less value nationally because age ranges for
primary education vary among countries: it may cater for 5 to 11 year olds in one country and 5 to 9
year olds in another. Thus internationally harmonised primary education statistics will not necessarily
correspond to the picture recognised in a particular country.

James Wolfensohn, President of the World Bank, in his 1998 Annual Meetings speech suggests the
need for a more integrated approach to development based on a framework articulated and owned by
the country itself. He notes the wide acceptance that countries are now in the drivers’ seats both
owning and directing the development agenda, with the Comprehensive Development Framework
being essentially a blueprint rather than something to be applied to all countries in a uniform manner.
He suggests that this could argue for countries to determine their own data needs (and their own
outcome indicators which they would select and track) and he concludes that this would be inconsistent
with a centralist approach. Ownership is an important counterbalance to the financial dominance of the
north.

Cross-national comparative analysis is an important statistical tool but it also brings risks –frequently
politicians or senior civil servants are dismayed by the relative results for their countries and tend to
blame the messenger rather than examining the message. An escape for statisticians is to direct the
blame onto the methodology. No cross-national study can be perfect as far as comparability is
concerned and it is only too easy to find reasons why the data should not be taken seriously. An
outcome of this unhappy state of affairs is the withdrawal from cross-national research of those
countries which achieve disappointing results, and occasionally a more catastrophic impact on the
career of the national statisticians involved. On the other hand some statisticians manage to turn poor
comparative results to their advantage using them as a “rallying call for more resources” (Norman
Bradburn in private conversation). International statisticians, whilst being sensitive to the situation and
concerns of their peers in national agencies, should fight for the transparency of comparative data, and
should not collude in their suppression when the data are uncomfortable. Transparency should, of
course, extend beyond the data themselves to cover information about the methodology.

1.2 International classification of data

The collection of comparable data must be conceptually well-anchored and is heavily dependent upon
the use of standardised classifications of key variables. A major part of an international statistician’s
work is the development and maintenance of such classifications. Without such activities
“comparability is only skin deep” (Church (1996)). Moreover the consultation necessary to develop
classifications is expensive and time consuming and, even when standard classifications are employed,
differences between countries can be an artefact of the data collection method or can reflect the
administrative system of which they are a product and thus not be ‘real’.

“Classification activities have been of prime importance …not because of some imagined obsession
amongst statisticians with order but because of an indispensable need for coherence in the statistical
description of economic and social realities… It is thanks to the universality of this language that
information from Sweden or Portugal, Australia or Mexico, can express the same economic and social
phenomena in a comparable way… To be effective, a statistical language must be developed
systematically so that different kinds of norms are compatible and relations can be established between
different information.” (Malaguerra (2000)).

Holt (1998) argues that “it is rare for the concepts that we strive to measure to be driven by a well
defined theoretical construct. When conceptual clarity is lacking, statistical integrity can nevertheless
be enhanced by adherence to international standards….The very fact that such standards are agreed
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internationally is both a guide and a support for national statisticians producing statistics whose
interpretation may be politically sensitive.”

Whilst both Malaguerra and Holt are right with respect to the importance of developing strong
international standards and classifications, there is a mismatch between the expectations placed on
international statisticians in this regard and the resources many of them have at their disposal which
often means that the standards are insufficiently researched and based on inadequate consultation.

2 INTERNATIONAL COOPERATION IN STATISTICS

2.1 Improving the quality of international and national statistics

2.1.1 Defining quality

Quality is defined in ISO 8402 as “the totality of features and characteristics of a product or service
that bear on its ability to satisfy stated or implied needs”.

One role of statisticians, whether national or international, is to improve the quality of data collected.
However the term quality as applied to official statistics is not easily defined, being comprised of many
components including:

• Validity
• Reliability
• Relevance to policy
• Potential for disaggregation
• Currency
• Punctuality
• Coherence across different sources
• Clarity and transparency with respect to known limitations
• Accessibility and affordability
• Comparability through adherence to internationally agreed standards
• Consistency over time and space
• Efficiency in the use of resources

The optimum combination of these components is dependent upon the use to be made of the data. Data
acceptable for one purpose might be inadequate for another and, since most data are used for many
different purposes, the process of determining ‘fitness for purpose’ is extremely complex and requires
wide consultation. Inevitably the trade-offs to balance the different components of quality will mean
disappointing some users. National statisticians try to meet the needs of as many users as possible
through flexible presentations of the data. However, international statisticians have more difficulty in
doing so because they do not have direct control over the data sources and resultant quality, and
because their users are dispersed, more diverse in their requirements and more difficult to consult.

2.1.2 Achieving quality

International statisticians are constrained in what they can do about the quality of data they receive and
since the expectations of users are often unrealistically high these constraints must be honestly
expressed. “The international support network is best seen as just that and not as an international strike
force for statistical correctness” (Seltzer (1994)). So what options are available?

• Ensure that good practices are employed within the international agencies. These
practices should include openness about the collection, processing and analytic methods
employed especially in relation to estimation and imputation procedures

• Develop a framework for the delivery of information on the quality of data. There is
legitimate concern about the spurious accuracy of data which has come to be known as the
‘professional culture of precision’. As Thomas Mayer relates, we “act like the person who,
when asked about the age of the Amazon river, replied that by now it is one million and three
years old, because three years ago he was told that it was a million years old.” (Mayer (1993)).
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• Adopt the principle of ‘no surprises’. National statisticians should be made aware if data
have been altered in any way in advance of international publication, thereby giving them
(where feasible) the opportunity to comment on the changes. (There are those who argue that
under no circumstances should international statisticians publish any data which have not been
approved by the appropriate authorities within countries. This view is held for two reasons :
one that ‘filling in data gaps’ discourages countries from investing in statistical systems which
provide the complete set of data; the other that this right of veto is a key element of ‘data
ownership’. However there is an inherent conflict between this right and the need to provide
better estimates in cases where the national data are known to be wrong especially if it is
suspected that they have been politically manipulated.)

• Share data and information, including metadata and methodologies, across international
agencies. In current jargon, this might be described as ‘joined-up international government’.
It reduces the burden on countries of responding to requests for data and subsequent
clarifications and enables the creation of harmonised cross-national datasets minimising
problems caused by contradictory data sources.

• Strive nationally and internationally to improve public confidence in the integrity and
independence of data. “Public trust is the crucial test for the quality and integrity in official
statistics” (Garonna (2000)). The influential report of the Royal Statistical Society (RSS
(1990)) made a powerful case for strengthening public confidence: “If statistical information
is not seen to come from an authoritative, independent source, it loses its value as a currency
of public debate and confidence in the debate itself will be eroded.”

• Consult countries about data collection. It is important that the data requested from
countries are consistent with, and anticipate changes in, their national priorities as well as
taking account of their capabilities to meet the requests. (However worthy this principle, it is
in reality expensive and time-consuming especially for truly international agencies to develop
effective means of consultation and inevitably a degree of tokenism is rife. Statisticians in
regional agencies dealing with more homogeneous groupings of countries are better able to
take account of the views of their national counterparts.)

• Be temperate in what data are requested. There is a danger that the sheer number of data
collection exercises undertaken by international agencies could overwhelm some countries’
capabilities to respond. Therefore each new initiative must be subject to careful scrutiny and
there must be periodic review of existing activities. (However this can be difficult for the
international statistician who wishes to be responsive to the wide range of reasonable demands
for cross-national data.)

• Identify ‘key statistics’. A possible means of addressing the problems resulting from the
wide variation among countries’ statistical capacities is to prioritise international demands so
that those with limited resources may concentrate on key data collections.

• Embed data requests within programmes of relevant statistical capacity building.
Countries’ abilities to respond to international data requests should be assessed and help
provided through programmes of capacity building. These should include the identification of
national centres of excellence, so that statisticians may share their experiences and good
practices.

• Minimise revisions to international surveys, classifications and methodologies. (This
inevitably conflicts with the need to obtain data relevant to current needs, and achieving a
balance between revisions and continuity is made difficult by countries’ different stages of
statistical development. For example the UNESCO Institute for Statistics is under pressure
from statisticians in some developed countries to revise the 1997 International Standard
Classification of Education which many countries are still in the process of implementing.)

• Engage in partnerships with both users and producers of data within countries. The
objectives are to develop a greater understanding of the significance of continuous
improvement in statistical work, to examine ways in which quality might be assured
especially through the organisation of national statistical systems, and to forge national
commitments to provide quality data. In addition national statisticians should be assisted in
improving their user focus and communication skills.
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2.2 Developing the statistical skills base in countries

2.2.1 The importance of capacity building

“The process of development is not primarily one of expanding the supply of goods and services, but of
enhancing the capabilities of people.” (Sen (1984)). Capabilities are, Sen argues, directly valuable in a
way that possession of primary goods cannot be since they are evidently a means to more human ends.

In November 1999 at the launch of PARIS21 (described in more detail below), Clare Short celebrated
the “unprecedented level of agreement” about the targets for development, but expressed her “worry
that, if we do not improve our statistical capacity in developing countries, this great opportunity will be
lost. Five years from now we could see the international community locked into a collaborative, output
driven system that measures progress against our 21 agreed indicators year on year, country by country.
Or, if we lack the statistics we need, the whole credibility of the 2015 strategy will crumble. We can
then go back to all the old rhetoric and mutual blame of development failure and many of the poorest
countries could become permanently marginalised from the massive wealth production that
globalisation is bringing.” (Short (1999)).

The aim of statistical capacity building should be to help countries to become self-reliant, both
financially and institutionally, so that they acquire the expertise to determine their own data needs and
priorities, to collect these data, to interpret and use them effectively; to undertake research, problem
solving and problem formulation; and to sustain these capacities.

Capacity building should not be confined to the staff of the National Statistical Institutes but should
also take account of the needs and circumstances of statisticians in line ministries or local government
who often play a critical part in data collection yet can be more vulnerable to political interference in
their work and often do not see themselves as part of a professional community. Although there is an
apparent acknowledgement of this, in practice almost all statistical capacity building focuses on the
staff of National Statistical Institutes.

The development of a professional identity for statisticians can be a very valuable aspect of technical
assistance. Consideration should also be given to ways in which researchers and policy analysts might
be helped to access, utilise and value their own country’s data. Much more attention should be given to
renewing and sustaining strategic centres of potential excellence in the developing world, which have
been depleted by over twenty years of the South-to-North brain drain.

PARIS21 (PARtnerships In Statistics for development for the 21st century) - an initiative of the World
Bank, the IMF, OECD and the United Nations - was launched in Paris at the end of 1999. It aims to
build statistical capacity as the foundation for effective development policies by helping to develop
well-managed statistical systems that are appropriately resourced. In the longer term it hopes to
promote a culture of an evidence-based policy making and monitoring in all, but especially poor,
countries in order to serve to improve transparency, accountability and the quality of governance.
These laudable aims now deserve to be made concrete by means of a positive action plan backed by
appropriate funding.

2.2.2 Models of capacity building

In September 1997 a workshop held in the Netherlands brought together donors and recipients of
technical co-operation in statistics to discuss which models of assistance are most helpful. The
outcome was a very useful proposal for “guiding principles for good practices in technical co-operation
in statistics” (by Tony Williams and Ronald Luttikhuizen) which was subsequently discussed and
adopted by the UN Statistical Commission. These guidelines (UN (1998)) address the fact that there
are responsibilities on the part of the recipients – particularly in relation to their commitment to the
assistance, the availability of motivated staff, and their absorption capacity – as well as the donors, to
ensure that full consultation takes place and that they have a clear grasp of the country’s needs and
priorities in order to design appropriate assistance.
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There is no single valid model of technical assistance but different models work in different
circumstances. Alongside the above guidelines, the following issues are also important for technical
capacity building to achieve the goal of empowering statisticians in the developing world:

• Technical assistance must be fully integrated with the infrastructural needs of the recipients in
order to ensure sustainability – examples abound of training being dependent upon equipment,
software, or other facilities which are not available to the recipients

• Methods and infrastructure must be appropriate - but this should not be confused with ‘inferior’.
Although the assistance needs to be sensitive to the circumstances of the recipient, ‘cheap’
solutions can turn out to be more expensive in the long run (this is especially true of the use of
‘home made’ software).

• Consideration should be given to involving not only the providers but also the users of statistics in
the assistance programme. In many developing countries the relationship between users and
producers of data is weak and a strengthening of this link could help to improve the quality and
relevance of the data as well as underlining the case for the continued support of data collection.
Aid must help to ensure that the policy dialogue is informed by statistical evidence.

• Technical assistance can be more effective long term if it concentrates on the system which
produces the data rather than on particular data sources, though there is also a need for focussed
help in specialised areas.

• Whilst the main priority should be given to meeting the national needs for data, it can be very
helpful if those providing the assistance can help countries to meet the international demands for
data where this can be achieved without distorting the national agendas.

• It is important to ensure the quality, skills and motivation of the individuals providing the
assistance since the transfer of knowledge may not be their highest priority. Among the
complaints from recipients are that consultants often concentrate on carrying out the statistical
tasks themselves rather than training their counterparts, that they may have little aptitude for
training, that they block the local counterparts’ career progress, that they are not insufficiently
sensitive to local circumstances and think that ‘one size fits all’.

• Concerns are sometimes expressed about the motives and quality of consultants. According to
Graham Hancock (1992) a disproportionately large number of elderly people act as consultants
thereby either supplementing their pensions, or increasing them by taking hardship posts together
with the associated overseas allowances which raise their incomes in their final years before
retirement. Some people unable to get established positions in their own countries can
nevertheless secure lucrative contracts overseas with international agencies.

• Too much capacity building takes place without goals being agreed in advance and with
“individual experts being dispatched with only vague terms of reference” (USAID (1980)). This
results in the lack of a framework and systems for the evaluation of technical assistance from both
the donor and recipient perspective. The literature is peppered with case studies but it is not clear
that mechanisms are in place to learn from past experience especially that of other agencies.

• Thinking laterally, the provision of statistical assistance does not have to be via a highly paid
consultant visiting the developing country. Other ways of delivering assistance include short term
training courses and workshops held in individual countries or regionally, secondments of key staff
from recipient countries, fellowship schemes, paired assistance or professional mentoring (‘each
one, teach one’ as an African colleague put it), manuals or other training materials including IT-
delivered systems and the development of supportive networks.

2.3 Sharing data

2.3.1 The importance of sharing data

There is widespread recognition of the importance of exploiting, in social research and analysis, the
rich data resources of official agencies in particular but also academic and commercial organisations.
However the facilities for data access in the developing world are very poor. International statisticians
must understand the importance of giving access to data in electronic form (alongside conventional
published material) and, where legal constraints permit it and operational procedures can be devised, to
individual level data as well as to the aggregate data. They must also help statisticians in the
developing world, both users and producers, to reap the benefits of sharing data. These benefits can be
seen in terms not only of efficiency through the direct exploitation of the data but also of altruism, with
existing datasets being used for educational and training purposes as well as knowledge transfer. The
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creation of a community of skilled users, who will help to improve the quality, credibility and visibility
of the data, can directly benefit the data provider. It will reduce the response burden, which, as
mentioned elsewhere in this paper, is of particular concern to developing countries.

2.3.2 Fostering the sharing of data

We need to create a culture in our institutions and in our societies more generally in which data
sharing is the norm. A prerequisite for this is a climate of openness in which criticism of data
collection or analysis is factual and temperate, with data being used responsibly. Even within the
academic social science sector in the developed world there are pockets where the culture of data
sharing is not accepted perhaps because primary researchers are concerned that they might not get
formal credit for data sharing and that other academics might generate earlier or better publications
from their secondary research. The institutional reward system for research needs to be examined to
identify and remove such barriers to sharing. It is unfortunate that developing countries are being
encouraged to move from a collegial higher education system to one that is more competitive without a
full understanding of some of the disbenefits, which could be especially acute in countries with limited
resources.

To counteract the effects of competitiveness, the funders of social and economic research and
professional organisations in the developed countries have developed data policies. For example some
are requiring grant recipients and those who publish data to place them and accompanying
documentation in the public domain. This permits more careful peer scrutiny of research as well as
encouraging secondary use of data. In the future the wider sharing of data may also facilitate meta-
analysis; the social and economic fields having been slow to advance in overview studies such as those
taking place in clinical fields. But the main reasons for developing data policies must be to ensure that
deliberate replication is encouraged but ignorant duplication does not happen, and to exploit
investments in data. The impetus for these moves is partly due to the pressure on research budgets
which means that more effective use has to be made of existing data

It is crucial to communicate and explain the rights of data providers and to ensure that they get proper
recognition but also to argue, within various political and institutional settings, for low cost or free
access for the use of data in scientific research and teaching because it is in the public interest for data
to be used in this way.

The case that data resources for social researchers are analogous to large expensive pieces of
equipment for physical scientists was accepted by the European Union for the fifth framework
programme of funding. Despite this growing recognition of the value of data there are many areas of
the world in which data are simply not available for research purposes, because of a poor infrastructure
and limited expertise in data handling but also because of the weak links between government officials
and academics. This must be of concern since the effect is a widening gap between the developed and
the poorer countries in analytic skills which exacerbates the disparities.

The development of endogenous capabilities is an effective deterrent to the brain drain. The UNESCO
report on the World Summit for Social Development (1996) states that “Alongside the action to
enhance national and regional capabilities for higher education and scientific and technological
training, it is also essential to promote both basic and applied scientific research and the dissemination
of its results.” Developing analytic skills within countries which are complementary to those within
the international agencies is essential to partnership and access to information is a necessary pre-
requisite. The capacity of countries to attract and retain high-level professionals is critical. As an
international community of statisticians we must examine and try to reduce the barriers which prevent
countries from acquiring and maintaining a cadre of statistical experts.

2.3.3 Facilitating access to data

Support must be given to enhance access to information and communication technologies and to ensure
that wider use is made, by researchers in the countries concerned, of the data which have been
generated with the very precious resources of the country. The lack of preservation facilities and
expertise means that a small trickle of valuable data is often lost, and the lack of accepted systems for
the involvement of academics means that even the few existing data are not exploited. The lessons that
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electronic data are not a finite exhaustible resource and that their value is increased, not diminished, by
their use have not yet been learnt in much of the developing world

Access to data must include access to the raw material from the numerous externally-funded
development projects. “Knowledge and information are, in many respects, the life blood of
development work.” (Sack (1999)). Too much of the knowledge regarding development projects has
remained with the international agencies with little access to it by the countries themselves. As a
consequence of the lack of involvement of national experts, the context specificity of development is
often ignored and data are misinterpreted.

Efforts by existing data archives to transfer their ‘know-how’ and technology to poorer nations are to
be applauded but need better co-ordination and financing. Peter Hooimeijer (2000) argues that “The
digital revolution has reshaped social reality through the use of new information technologies which in
turn foster cultural and economic change. One of the basic transformations is the move towards
flexible forms of self-organisation and multi-level governance.” He believes that this poses a new
challenge to social scientists to widen and deepen the knowledge base of these entities, and that to do
so “we need to upscale the infrastructure of the social sciences to the international level. …Social
scientists are being called on to co-operate in an international setting. The need for more universally
valid concepts requires replicating research in various national contexts, as contexts do matter.”

2.3.4 Barriers to sharing resources

Hooimeijer addresses some of the cultural, legal, organisational and financial barriers which stand in
the way of sharing resources. He points out that the interplay between the different barriers differs
widely between countries but he is not in favour of international solutions arguing instead that
individual countries should determine their own practice. However he is prepared to be prescriptive in
some areas – for example in arguing that in order to reduce the financial barriers to data access, the
“expenses engendered by data collection should be regarded as a sunk cost”.

3 DILEMMAS AND PRINCIPLES

3.1 National sovereignty versus national accountability

3.1.1 Monitoring aid

We need to address the tension between respect for national sovereignty and the importance of
ensuring access to national data of integrity. In particular data are a vital part of the system of
accountability in relation to the use of overseas development aid. Considerations of a political nature
(establishing or maintaining alliances, sustaining political blocs or spheres of influence, ensuring votes
in international organisations) are yielding to development issues such as good governance, reducing
inequalities in society, social development, promoting the rights of the citizen. Concerns that aid can
bolster inefficient, corrupt, elitist governments that suppress the human rights of their own people, has
led to a focus on aid as a lever to effect improvements, especially in human rights.

“Conditionality has been used not only to improve economic efficiency and performance, but also as a
way to promote civil liberties.”(Elkan (1995)) These new objectives bring responsibilities for the
international statistician because data of integrity are required so that donors can judge whether the aid
is being used effectively for these purposes. This can result in a conflict between national sovereignty
and external auditing exacerbated by the fact that it may be in countries’ short-term interests to
manipulate the data in order to win more aid. It is vital that data on the use of aid are trusted in the
richer nations to counter ‘aid fatigue’. The goal should be transparency in relationships.

As Rodwin and Schon (1994) discuss, yesterday’s certainties about “how to develop” are put into
question as they do not seem to have worked. The theoretical and conceptual void they identify is
badly in need of statistical expertise to ensure that relevant data are collected and appropriately
analysed to enable the identification of successful strategies in the future. They argue for a culture of
modesty in which we work together to try to improve the quality of life for the poorest peoples across
the world. Cassen et al (1994) question whether a significant proportion of aid has ever been subject to
evaluation, and they discuss the statistical difficulties inherent in disentangling the effects of aid
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activities from the “milieu of policies and circumstances in which they are conducted”. They also
tackle difficult conceptual and statistical issues such as defining success, assessing the absorptive
capacity of countries, examining the disincentives of aid, and measuring the fungibility and
sustainability of aid.

3.1.2 Impact of legislation

An increase in cross-national legislation has led to international disputes about which organisations
have the right to determine appropriate methodologies for the collection of data and the policy for their
publication. The nature of the relationship between national and international (or supra-national)
agencies is changing in this new context. Christopherson (1998) questions whether, in the light of the
need to judge compliance with Maastricht criteria2, publication and evaluation of the relevant data
should be the responsibility of national statistical offices, ministers of finance or Eurostat. He asks
“should national statistical offices report directly to Eurostat or to ministers of finance? Should
Eurostat be entitled to publish all the figures and the aggregated results before DGII in the European
Commission and before the commissioner in charge?…There are no clear answers to these questions,
but a lack of a clear rule of the game would be disastrous.” Holt addresses the same issue, highlighting
the use of a panel of adjudicators who are statistical experts in member states’ statistical offices and
central banks who make their judgements public. “The arrangement seeks to ensure that statistical
judgements take precedence over the political outcome.” He points out that the impact of the
Commission rejecting the panel’s adjudication is unknown.

3.1.3 Impact of globalisation

Globalisation is changing the way we live and work with each other and this is resulting in increased
inter-dependence. Although globalisation is a universal phenomenon its consequences are not the same
across the world. When viewed as a carrier of values, cultures, and ways of life, it may be viewed as
another form of colonialisation and can result in the loss of national traditions and uniqueness.

The effects of globalisation (such as pollution, the activities of multi-national corporations, increased
mobility, the exploitation of Information and Communications Technologies for distance learning, etc.)
call into question the continued relevance of national boundaries for many of the processes studied by
the international statistician. Nor is it appropriate to address fundamental issues such as human rights
at a purely national level.

“Probably the best answer to the challenge globalisation puts to statistical offices is to do what
companies do: they form all kinds of world-wide alliances and re-distribute tasks among the constituent
partners in order to save costs and to increase productivity, we should follow suit and think much more
seriously about an international network of NSIs, National Central Banks and international statistical
offices, which collect the data where it is most appropriate, share the information with each other (with
a guarantee as to their confidentiality!) and perhaps specialise in accordance with local circumstances
and expertise.” (Keuning (2000)).

Is this right? Is the pooling of nationally gathered data the correct strategy or is a radical reappraisal of
the international statistical system required to obtain a more comprehensive global picture? Do we
over-emphasise the national?

2 Maastricht Treaty 1992 Office for Official Publications of the EU “inflation shall be measured by
means of the consumer price index on a comparable basis, taking into account differences in national
definitions.” The treaty stipulates that “the criterion on price stability shall mean that a Member State
has a price performance that is sustainable and an average rate of inflation, observed over a period of
one year before the examination, that does not exceed by more than one and a half percentage points
that of, at most, three performing Member States in terms of price stability.”
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3.2 Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics

3.2.1 Background

Official statistics are essential for obtaining a transparent picture of societies and how they are
developing across the world. They also serve as a basis for the efficient and appropriate
implementation of political decisions and for the effects of these decisions to be monitored. In
recognition of the importance of establishing national statistical institutes which are capable of
providing data of integrity, in 1992, Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics were adopted by the
Conference of European Statisticians. (UN (1992)). These Principles were devised in part to assist in
the creation of national statistical institutes in the new environment of post-communist Eastern and
Central Europe underpinning the moves to more democratic systems.

The Fundamental Principles have served to “foster a common understanding about the importance of
statistical integrity, raised consciousness, and in doing so strengthened the international bonds. In
addition to the countries in transition, others have also been prompted to look afresh at their own
frameworks of statistics to see how they stand up to scrutiny against the principles.” (Holt (1998)).

These Principles originated in Europe but have also proved useful in other parts of the world as
demonstrated by their adoption by the UN Statistical Commission in 1994. As Seltzer (1994) explains
“The Fundamental Principles, United Nations handbooks and similar materials were designed to aid
statisticians, politicians, and the public in each country to build a useful, impartial and reliable
statistical system. Although individual national statisticians might themselves invoke the Fundamental
Principles or a United Nations handbook to protect the integrity of the statistical system when it is
subject to domestic threats, the same statisticians may well react defensively if they are seen as the
subject of some sort of international investigation.” However Toczynski (1998) argues that “the
fundamental principles are clear enough to everybody, but statisticians would be in a better position if
they had stronger and clearer international support.” He argues that “the essence of the transformation
(of official statistics in Poland) consists in shaping the profession of statistician, professional ethics and
the integration of this professional group. The question is how to shift from the attitude ‘to have a job
in statistics’ to ‘to be a statistician’.”

The international agencies, together with national and international statistical societies, play an
important role in promoting adherence to the Fundamental Principles and in providing a supportive
forum where national statisticians can share their concerns and solutions. In particular it is critical to
create an environment in which statisticians can debate the tensions between some of the Principles –
for example Carson draws attention to the criterion of ‘practical utility’ embedded in the first Principle
which could be viewed as conflicting with the ‘international comparability’ of the ninth Principle
(Carson (1998)). Since, to date, the Principles tend to be familiar only to statisticians in national
statistical institutes, there is a need to extend their influence to statisticians working in line ministries
who are often more exposed to political pressure in relation to their work. This is consistent with the
eighth Principle which argues in favour of co-ordination among statistical agencies to achieve
consistency and efficiency.

The Principles have been written to be broadly applicable to national statistical institutes and it is
therefore perhaps inevitable that they are not very demanding. As Christopherson (1998) states “the
UN principles are fine but they are not sufficient.” He argues for a modus operandi to protect the
integrity, independence and reliability of statistical services in an environment in which there is a
“necessary and unavoidable political aspect to the work”. He discusses ways in which the
independence of the management of the statistical services should be enshrined in statistical legislation,
and safeguarded as for the judicial system, through direct accountability of the head to parliament, as
well as ensuring financial independence. He also argues for the establishment of a scientific board with
the freedom to publish its views. In these comments he echoes the proposals put forward in the RSS
1990 report “Official statistics; counting with confidence”.
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3.2.2 Relevance of the Principles to international statistics

To what extent are the Principles relevant to the work of international statistical offices? This
interesting and important question is addressed in Brüngger and Longva (1998) though they overstate
the independence of national statistical offices. Their assertion that national production and
dissemination “takes place under the umbrella of professional independence for official statisticians,
guaranteeing that all choices during this process are based strictly on scientific considerations and (are)
non-partisan” reflects an aim rather than the reality in many countries and disregards interference
which occurs in the statistical work of many national agencies.

Brüngger and Longva make the case that international statistics “have assumed an importance which
equals, if not surpasses in certain areas, that of national products.” They point out that in some areas,
such as purchasing power parities, it is not possible to calculate national figures without integrating
data from other countries. Having charted the growing importance of international data, they rue the
fact that within the international agencies “statistics is still treated as an instrument for the other tasks
of the organisation” and not “as a multi-purpose and multi-user activity in its own right as in the case
for national statistics in a modern society.” They highlight deficiencies in important elements such as
impartial access, professional independence with regard to decisions on methods and concepts, full
documentation of sources, methods, and the rules governing decision-making. They argue that the
mismatch between the national level and the “unchanged” frameworks of international agencies has
escaped attention.

There is certainly justification for their criticism of the international agencies though they ignore
developments which have taken place. An example of an attempt to improve the integrity and policy
relevance of statistics within an international agency has occurred at UNESCO: the UNESCO Institute
for Statistics has been established as a functionally autonomous institute with its work enshrined in
statutes which spell out that the institute exists to serve a broad range of users inside and outside
UNESCO, the policy and programme of the institute being overseen by an expert board comprising six
elected members from Member states and six appointed for their expertise by the Director-General,
with the Institute’s Director being appointed on the recommendation of an independent board following
an open competition.

These changes were precipitated by a report on the work of the former Division of Statistics which was
very critical of UNESCO’s role in the collection and dissemination of education statistics (Guthrie and
Hansen (1995)). That report speaks of “ten years of retrenchment” and the “limited resources (which)
have sapped the capacity of the Division of Statistics to carry out its mission” and identifies the need to
liberate the Division of Statistics from “stultifying bureaucratic practices.” It recognises the
importance of investment in human resources and argue for UNESCO to address ways of enhancing its
attractiveness to professional statisticians. As Snorrason (1998) points out “professional freedom may
not be very meaningful if it is not backed up by sufficient budgetary appropriations or other sources of
funds for exercising that freedom and carrying out its functions.” The report on UNESCO discusses at
some length the principles and practices of a statistical agency, drawing heavily from the 1992 National
Research Council report by Martin and Straf (recently updated (Martin, Straf and Citro (2001)); an
excellent guide to the principles underlying an effective statistical agency, covering relevance to policy
issues, credibility amongst data users and trust amongst data providers).

Many of the criticisms of Brüngger and Longva are valid, most notably:
• More data are available in some international agencies than are published
• Public access to data is often not simultaneous with the access for privileged users
• International agencies are not skilled at handling data requests in ways which minimise the burden

on countries
• The specification of, and access to, metadata leaves a lot to be desired
• The international statistical system is rather slow at reacting to policy needs
• There is a lack of a systematic attempt to find out what users want
• Knowledge of the Fundamental Principles is not widespread
• Rules governing the work are seldom made explicit
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In particular they note one of the most fundamental problems namely that the lack of institutional
specificity for statistics within most international organisations results in a muddling of statistics with
policy-oriented work. In addition to the points made by these authors, the lack of institutional
specificity for statistics often leads to confusion about who has authority to collect statistical material
so that, even where the statisticians are behaving responsibly, others in the agency may duplicate data
collection, carry out poorly researched statistical enquiries or exacerbate problems of response burden.
In the national context there is a clear distinction between the output of the statistician and the political
‘spin’. In the international domain these two forms of communication are often blurred, with speeches
by heads of international organisations citing statistics which have not been quality assured.

Brüngger and Longva give some practical steps to bring about improvements in the way international
statisticians discharge their responsibilities. They propose that statistical work should be clearly
distinguished from other work, and the procedures codified. They argue that national statistical
institutes should get more involved in the production and dissemination work of international
organisations in a mutually beneficial way beyond the transmission of national data as inputs,
suggesting that these national institutes could get involved as a re-disseminators of international data,
thus taking greater responsibility for them. Whilst appreciating the authors’ rationale, this surely
applies only to the strongest national statistical offices.

Brüngger and Longva fail to acknowledge that international statisticians do have a forum – the United
Nations Advisory and Co-ordination Committee on statistical activities – where they can air common
problems which arise in their work and share possible solutions. Over the last few years, the agenda of
this committee has included the sharing of data across agencies, the circumstances in which data
received from countries might be published, difficulties caused by the publication of different sets of
international data on population, publications policies, the citation of data, and quality assurance in the
work of international agencies. This committee provides an annual report to the UN Statistical
Commission in order to facilitate communication with directors of national statistical agencies.

3.3 Ethics and codes of practice

3.3.1 The need for ethical frameworks

The Fundamental Principles focus on statistical systems and methods, whereas as international
statisticians we need also to be sensitive to the ethical issues in connection with what we choose to
measure. International statisticians have to confront ethical issues arising out of the concept of
development. For example agreement is needed on what is a ‘just society’ and how to define ‘basic
needs’. The statistician’s claim of neutrality is misleading – we can hold a personal view as to what is
best but still make an impartial professional evaluation. Applied ethics, whereby statisticians identify
ethical issues, clarify assumptions and apply ethical principles, have an important role in development
statistics.

We cannot assume that statistics will always be used for benign let alone beneficial purposes. All of
us, regardless of our chosen professions, have a duty as members of the human race to exploit our
skills, expertise and opportunities in pursuit of justice and human rights. Many international
statisticians are involved in monitoring violations of such rights. Isn’t there a responsibility beyond
merely publishing the bald statistics? Perhaps equally applicable to statisticians is the statement in the
recently issued BMA handbook (BMA (2001)) that doctors cannot merely document abuse but must
challenge it. This issue was a dominant topic at the Montreux conference of the International
Association for Official Statistics on ‘Statistics, Development and Human Rights’ in September 2000
(http://www.iaos2000.admin.ch).

Fellegi and Brackstone (1999) argue that openness about the methods and operations is a pre-requisite
for building confidence in statistics. They further propose that a statistical agency which shows “a
balanced and open approach to the measurement of its own performance can only serve to strengthen
(its) reputation for objectivity and impartiality – even when some performance measures are not as
positive as we would like.”

A broader but related issue is whether statisticians accept responsibility for acknowledging the
limitations of quantitative information. As statisticians do we over-emphasise the quantitative? Richer
sources of material might be created were statisticians to appreciate more readily that quantitative



14

material alone provides a partial picture and to work in partnership with social scientists to add
qualitative, in-depth research to the quantitative frame. International statisticians should be generally
more willing to enter into discussions about the strengths and limitations of their studies. One of the
criticisms is that we over-simplify and are unwilling to tackle the complexities of the real (and messy)
world :

“Reductionism is reducing the complex and varied to the simple and standard. Its method is to focus
on parts instead of wholes. Yet many professionals seem driven compulsively to simplify what is
complex and to standardise what is diverse. Status, promotion, and power come less from direct
contact with the confusing complexity of people, families, communities, livelihoods and farming
systems, and more from isolation which permits safe and sophisticated analysis of statistics. It is the
reductionist, controlled, simplified and quantified construction which becomes a reality for the isolated
professional, not that other world out there. Deprivation and poverty come to be defined not by the
varied and changing wants and needs of the poor but by the standardised and static wants and needs of
the professionals.” (Chambers (1997))

3.3.2 The personal dimension

The foregoing has been concerned largely with ethics at the institutional level, but there is, of course, a
vitally important personal dimension to be considered when examining professional ethical
responsibilities. The challenge for managers of statisticians within international organisations must be
to retain a sense of mission amongst their staff – the belief that they can ‘make a difference’ – whilst
ensuring that they temper this with realism. Jowell (1986) in his comprehensive overview of the value
of codes of professional ethics for statisticians calls the idealism “statistical zeal” but warns against the
“crusading view of research as an instrument of social change” as this leads to many of the most
dubious ethical decisions. This paper remains the most challenging of discussions on the topic of
statistical ethics, and, although some parts will be of limited value to some statisticians, it includes
much of relevance to every individual, irrespective of the environment in which he or she is employed.
It should be compulsory reading for all statisticians embarking on international work, not least because
it highlights the tensions, even inherent conflicts, between the different goals, it sensitises statisticians
to the issues, informs the debate, advocates the discussion of ethical dilemmas and encourages
openness in relation to the decisions.

In a multi-cultural environment it is even more important to be explicit about one’s own motives and
values. A transparency of interests should be a significant goal, combined with a healthy dose of
respect for the values and ideas of one’s counterparts. This cannot be achieved quickly as mutual trust
and understanding take time to build but they are important investments for future collaboration.

In a similar vein, Jowell makes an overwhelming case for educational codes of ethics “to ensure that
individual ethical decisions are informed by professional experience, not governed by professional
authority”. He argues that the case against regulatory codes is overwhelming, especially because of the
cultural and political differences between countries, but also because of “major variations between
practice and convention”. An international regulatory code would have to be so qualified for it to be
widely acceptable that it would be undemanding and its utility destroyed. Jowell goes on to argue that
the utility of an international aspirational code would be even more difficult to discern though it might
induce a “momentary inspirational glow”. Critics of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics
might claim that this is exactly what has happened to the code. Certainly attempts to make it more
prescriptive have been unsuccessful.

4 CONCLUSION

International statisticians work in contexts which are changing markedly because of increasing
globalisation and new modalities of development co-operation and partnership. In adapting to these
changes they should be more open about their dilemmas so that the statistical community can support
them in helping the poor. Ethical frameworks, codes of practice and codes of conduct are in need of
fundamental review to provide better guidance so badly needed in international statistics in order to
improve the quality of data collected.
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