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Summary

This paper addresses the debate at the February 2000 meeting of the Statistical
Commission (UNSC) about the use of statistics in the Human Development Report
(HDR).  It provides some background to the debate, and refers to subsequent
developments including plans for future activities.

We are submitting a separate paper, for discussion under agenda item 12, on the subject
of quality assurance and conflicting statistics.  The comments in that paper are also
relevant to the discussion here.

Background

The annual Human Development Reports, which were introduced ten years ago, are not
intended to be statistical reports but have many statistical tables which fill the second half
of the book plus many small tables, charts and other statistics within the analytical text.
The HDR has a wide circulation and attracts much publicity, and is therefore used by
many as a source of information including statistics.

Unlike most other major international organisations, UNDP has no Statistical Division or
Unit.  This has led to a lack of UNDP representation at meetings such as the ACCSSA,
and a lack of focus on statistics in UNDP and its offices and departments.

The statistics in the Report are the responsibility of the Human Development Report
Office.  The HDR is a complex document with contribution from many sources, and it
includes data covering a wide range of sectors.  HDRO does not collect data directly from
countries but relies on other international institutions, such as UNESCO, ILO, UNICEF
or WHO for example who have special responsibilities for statistics in their domains, to
supply us with data and to verify its integrity.  We also rely heavily on statistics from the
World Bank, our hosts for the present ACC meeting.  Co-ordination of the work,
including the statistics, is nevertheless a formidable task.



UN Statistical Commission Debate

At the UNSC meeting in February 2000, the Australian delegate introduced a room
document written by Ian Castles who is a former head of  the Australian Bureau of
Statistics.  The document focussed on what Mr Castles saw as errors or inappropriate
uses of statistics in the 1999 edition of the HDR.  During the discussion, there was wide
agreement on the importance of the HDR.  Recognising this, and the very high profile of
the HDR, several delegates felt that the international statistical community should address
the points raised in the room document.

The Commission concluded that its Chairman should establish a small group of statistical
experts, subsequently known as "Friends of the Chair", to report to the UNSC Bureau on
"….the accuracy of the statistical information in the HDR, focussing on the points raised
in the room document authored by Mr Castles".

HDRO had not been given sufficient time at the commission to respond to the room
document.  A full written response was distributed later and is available on our web-site
(http://www.undp.org/hdro/response.html).

Report of the Group of Friends of the Chair

The Group consists of six statisticians from around the world.  Its chair is Ian Macredie
of Statistics Canada.  It was thought that their report might be available by the date of the
present ACC meeting, but it is now likely to be ready a little later.  It is expected to be
available as a document of the UN Statistical Commission.

The Future

In advance of any recommendations of the Friends document, which we hope and expect
will offer us useful guidance, we are embarking on a number of activities intended to
enhance statistics in Human Development Reports

• We are reviewing the general principles in the use of statistics in the HDR.
• We intend to take a much more active part in the debates among statisticians on

issues of measuring human development.  This will include participation in UNSC
and ACC sub-committee meetings.

• We are undertaking a thorough review of the design and finalisation of indicator
tables, of the use of statistics in the analysis and the use of statistics in the
presentation of the HDRs.

• We are setting up a statistical advisory panel which will meet twice a year at crucial
stages in the HDRO work cycle.  The first meeting of the Statistical Advisory Panel



will take place on 18 and 19 September, immediately before this ACC meeting but
after this paper was drafted.  HDRO will report orally on the outcome of that meeting.

• We are appointing Mr. Tom Griffin, ex-Director of statistics at UNECE as Senior
Statistical Consultant to advise on all aspects of statistics in the HDR, including the
initiatives listed above.

Some of HDRO's plans with reference to statistics in the HDR are reflected in the actions
listed above.  More generally HDRO recognises that, although the HDR is not intended to
be a statistical publication, nevertheless it is used by many as an important source of
statistics and so it is our responsibility to ensure that the statistical tables meet high
professional standards.  Similarly, although the textual analysis may be written by various
authors, it is our responsibility to ensure that the statistics used in the analysis are also of
a high standard and, where relevant, are consistent with the statistical tables in the book.

We are reviewing our own internal methods and procedures and are seeking external
advice as outlined above.  We would also like to strengthen our relations with suppliers
and potential suppliers of data, and especially other members of the ACC Subcommittee
on Statistical Activities.   In particular we would like to enlist your help in raising our
statistical standards and would value your suggestions for how we can work together to
this end.
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