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QUALITY ASSURANCE, ARRANGEMENTS WITH COMMON QUESTIONNAIRES
AND CONFLICTING STATISTICS

Note by the United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD)

1. UNSD collects, processes and disseminates data in a number of substantive areas,
such as national accounts, demographic/social, energy, industry, environmental and trade
statistics and for general compilation. The data are collected through requests sent to
national statistical agencies and through provision of data by other international statistical
services. In most cases the questionnaires are sent to countries pre-filled with data
previously provided, to encourage consistency over time. In the following the general
principles to assure (i) data quality, (ii) consistency with data disseminated by other
international organizations and (iii) consistency with nationally supplied data are laid out.
Sector specific examples are added wherever relevant.

I.  QUALITY ASSURANCE

Data collection stage:

2. When collecting data from national statistical authorities, UNSD requests that
additional information and metadata are also included in order to permit an evaluation of
the quality of the source data.

• For vital statistics, the completeness of registration is requested;
• For population estimates, the methods used to prepare estimates according to

certain standard procedures are specified and a country provides the specific
procedures adopted in preparation of the estimates of total population, population
by age and sex and urban population;

• For census data, a request is made for results from a post enumeration survey to
obtain the coverage of the census or from any demographic analysis undertaken;

• For international migration statistics, countries are requested to provide the source
of the estimates.

• In the area of national accounts the need for adequate metadata is particularly
important, because of the aggregate nature of the data elements. Along with the
UNSD data questionnaire answers to a number of conceptual questions are
required, to assess whether internationally agreed upon concepts and methods of
the 1993 System of National Accounts have been applied. The Inter-Secretariat
Working Group is currently working on an agreed upon set of indicators to assess
quality of basic data used for national accounting at the country level.



Data processing stage:

3. All sectors perform plausibility and consistency checks on the incoming national
data. These include (i) comparison with previously supplied data for the same period, (ii)
comparison of disaggregated information with total information, (iii) comparison of the
same total information disaggregated in different ways, (iv) comparison with data found
in other sources, (v) verification of system inherent equalities that must hold, (vi)
calculation of composition and structural ratios that must fall within reasonable ranges,
(vii) calculation of growth rates that must fall within reasonable ranges.

• In trade statistics for the detailed commodity-by-partner data the totals of imports
and exports are first checked with another figure for the totals that are obtained
from the IMF or from national publications. Where countries report both
quantities and values for a commodity (and this is generally the case) unit values
are calculated and compared to unit values for previous years for that country or
for many or all countries combined. Sometimes the trade reported by other
countries is used to assess a given country's data. For other sets of data received,
namely total imports and exports, index numbers, trade by large commodity
groups, trade of principal products or trade with principal partners, checks are
made on growth rates and shares of totals.

• In national accounts a programmed checking path verifies that all internal
consistency requirements resulting from the double entry bookkeeping principle
underlying national accounting hold. The equality of Gross Domestic Product,
calculated by the three methods (production, expenditure, cost components) is one
such example. Certain analytical ratios are calculated (e.g. proportion of
agriculture in total economy, proportion of private final consumption expenditure
in GDP) to ascertain that they fall within plausible ranges.

• In demographic statistics newly reported data are compared with data provided
earlier to insure that they fall within reasonable ranges for consistency with
known demographic indicators and with the national demographic history. In
addition, comparisons are made between totals for data disaggregated according
to different values.

• In energy statistics (quantity based) on solids, liquids, gases and electricity as well
as in industry statistics consistency is checked using trends ratios and proportions.
In addition data are converted to standard quantities and then compared with
previous years data for countries and regions. Furthermore, data are compared
with those of other agencies and organizations, for example the World Energy
Council (who also collects energy data) and the IEA, as well as the Economist
Intelligence Unit (London) and other technical articles on energy.

• In the area of environmental statistics the first international compilation of
environmental statistics and indicators from national statistical services from non-
OECD country was initiated in 1999. Checking for quality of data in this new
field is difficult as there is a dearth of baseline data and historical series. National
environment statistics compendia and publications produced by other
international and regional institutions are being consulted for verification of and
obtaining additional data.



4. The data are also checked for invalid, duplicated or missing item/country codes.
Moreover, quality checks are carried out while processing the data to ensure that the
processing itself does not damage the data, for example checks that records are not lost,
and that conversions are made accurately into standard international quantity units and
US dollars. Unexplained data outliers or otherwise implausible data items, as well as
large discrepancies with other data sources result in further desk study and ultimately in
an inquiry to the country and/or to other organizations. The problems are often resolved
when the country supplies new data or validates the previously provided data. Where data
are still deemed unreasonable, data sets may be set aside and not included in the data
base. Data that cannot be verified may be substituted with data from other verifiable
sources.

5. Gaps in available data series can often only be addressed with countries in the
context of special projects. One such example is the CD-Rom covering demographic data
collected for the past 50 years, 1948 -1997. In the process of its preparation, UNSD
learned more about quality and reporting issues and how they might have affected
published data. Besides making data more user friendly and easily accessible for
analytical purposes, the CD-Rom provides a unique set of longitudinal data for
comparative purposes. It is hoped that the time series data will be improved further as
national statistical offices review the CD-Rom and provide revisions or missing data as
available.

Data dissemination stage:

6. In the process of dissemination of statistics through various United Nations
statistical publications, the absolute values and derived rates are presented with
information on issues that effect their comparability and data quality. Deviation from
commonly accepted concepts and definitions used in reported national data are footnoted
to the extent information is available or shown with various symbols or fonts that indicate
their deviation from standard practice. Wherever possible, the concepts and definitions
used are clearly spelled out in the technical notes and footnotes of each publication.

II. CONSISTENCY WITH DATA DISSEMINATED BY OTHER
INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS

7. As mentioned above the consistency with relevant data disseminated by other
international organizations is routinely checked by many sectors during the data
processing stage. Furthermore, formal arrangements for data sharing and/or common
questionnaires are in place to reduce the reporting burden of national offices and to
improve the consistency of data held in different organziations' databases.

• Data sharing agreements are in place between UNSD and OECD in the
field of environmental statistics. Similar arrangements are being made
with the specialized agencies, Secretariats of international Conventions
and other international organizations for other environmental indicators.



• The division has a joint questionnaire arrangement for collection of energy
statistics from OECD countries with the OECD/IEA and Eurostat.

• For several decades, the Demographic Yearbook questionnaires were
photocopied upon receipt and provided immediately to the agencies and
Regional Commissions for topics relevant to their work. These included
UNESCO, ILO, WHO among others. In addition, WHO became the sole
collector of mortality statistics by cause of death during the late 1970s and
has regularly shared their data for use in international statistical
publications.

• More recently, a joint data collection effort for international migration
statistics, vital statistics and population estimates was undertaken for
countries of the European region by Eurostat, Council of Europe, ILO, the
Economic Commission of Europe and UNSD. The questionnaire
developed jointly is now being returned by national statistical offices by e-
mail in Excel formatted tables. A crucial factor in promoting this joint data
collection has been a regular meeting of the concerned parties to discuss
and agree on common concepts, definitions and standard approaches. A
thorough evaluation of the joint data collection is anticipated in the
coming year.

• UNSD has agreed to cease collecting detailed international trade statistics
from the 29 OECD member countries and instead to take a copy from
OECD of the data the countries supply to OECD; OECD uses a
conversion factor supplied by UNSD so that both organizations convert
data to US dollars in an identical fashion.  However, some of the
processing that UNSD and OECD do to the national data may be different
and lead to different data residing in their data bases; both organizations
are reviewing the steps involved to try to standardize them and ultimately
share the data processed by one organization only, ensuring identical data
in their data bases.

• In the area of national accounts UNSD has agreed with Eurostat, OECD
and ECE on a common data collection mechanism, so that each country
only receives one national accounts questionnaire. The questionnaires of
the various organisations are not identical, but there is a common core,
which corresponds to UNSD’s data needs. After collection data are
exchanged electronically between the organizations.

• Previously both IMF and UNSD collected total imports and exports from
countries and the numbers were frequently different; UNSD and IMF
agreed that UNSD would cease collecting from the IMF member countries
and IMF would provide their collected data to UNSD, thus bringing the
two data bases in line.  In this area a problem persists that the aggregate
data collected by the IMF from its national reporters sometimes/frequently
does not compare well with the aggregate of the detailed commodity by
partner data collected by UNSD from the national authority responsible
for international trade statistics.  The two organizations are addressing this
issue together.



• The Statistical Yearbook, World Statistics Pocketbook, Women's Statistics
and Indicators Database and to a lesser extent Monthly Bulletin of
Statistics all rely on other international sources for their data so as to avoid
duplicate data requests to countries. The collection of unemployment rates
and price indices for the Bulletin is closely coordinated with ILO to ensure
consistency. Data provided by other agencies are checked only to ensure
their correct presentation and notation in Statistics Division publications.

8. One important reason why discrepancies between the data of international
organizations arise is because different national authorities report data. For example,
UNSD collects data from the statistical offices, while WHO corresponds with the Health
Ministries. In the area of national accounts UNSD again collects the data from the
national statistical agency, whereas the IMF obtains economic data from their
counterparts in the central banks. In some countries these sources provide different
figures leading to confusion among users.

III.  CONSISTENCY WITH NATIONALLY SUPPLIED DATA

9. As a principle, UNSD does not modify official data supplied by national
statistical agencies. Only in selected sectors UNSD changes national data for the sake of
international standardization and prepares estimates, which are always identified as
UNSD estimates:

• In the area of international trade statistics, standardization is done to record trade
in US dollars, standard international quantity units, United Nations country and
area codes/names for statistical purposes and international standard commodity
classifications; standardization is not done for completeness of coverage or to
bring coverage into compliance with the international (UN) recommended
concepts and definitions; no acceptable basis is thought to exist to make the
necessary estimation/adjustment that are required to establish standardized data.
However, estimates are made for non-reporting countries.

• For the national accounts data base estimates for GDP and its major breakdowns
by kind of activity and expenditure categories are produced in US dollars. These
estimates are based on the national data supplied in national currencies. However,
the use of different exchange rates may lead to discrepancies with data published
by other international organizations or by the countries themselves. UNSD also
produces estimates for GDP and its major breakdowns for countries that do not
report this information; These estimates are based on other sources and economic
indicators. They are not systematically disseminated, but made available to
international organizations or researchers upon request.

• In the field of energy statistics the division undertakes standardization techniques
to reflect reported values in common units to enable easier comparisons. Solids,
liquids and gases are collected in a variety of differing quantity units, which
sometimes have to be converted using world average conversion factors (when
country-specific values are not provided), which can result in variations due to
that process.  For example, conversions of crude petroleum quantities from barrels



to metric tons would result in variations because the conversion factors are not
only country specific but also location specific based on the differences in
viscosity of crude mined from different areas even within a given country.  World
average conversions and calorific values are used when country-specific
conversion data are not provided which results in differences at country levels.
And the problem is magnified at regional and world levels

• Finally, in the area of demographic statistics, where data are missing or
unreliable, estimates prepared by the Population Division are used for selected
demographic indicators.


