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The success of modern national statistical systems depends on how they build up the relevant 
knowledge base, organize the use of i nformation technology, promote effectiveness, and 
adopt competitive strategic planning.  Issues of respondent relations, data transparency, 
integrity and relevance, as well as the professionalism, credibility and legitimacy of national 
statistical systems have thus become important concerns.  The management of these 
operational issues in the statistical arena constitutes an integral part of governance of national 
statistical systems.   
 
The main purpose of the Consultative Seminar on Governance of National Statistical 
Systems was to provide an opportunity for top managers of national statistical operations and 
representatives of international organizations to meet and discuss major governance issues 
that have assumed significant importance in the current fast changing economic and social 
environments in both developed and developing countries.  The seminar was held in 
Singapore during May 28-30, 2002.  It was jointly organized by the International Monetary 
Fund, United Nations Statistics Department and Singapore Department of Statistics.  Twenty 
six high-level participants attended the seminar from Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, Europe, 
and the Middle East, including heads of statistical offices, senior officials of central banks, 
and representatives of internat ional organizations.  The discussion was conducted under the 
following five topics: knowledge management, information technology, integrity and 
credibility, respondent relations and relevance, legitimacy and coordination, and 
organizational models and strategic planning.1   
 
At the concluding session, participants noted some of the main contributions of the seminar: 
 
• The sharing of experiences and learning new approaches to common problems 

• The focus on action---what can statistical agencies do and what can international 
organizations do to promote better governance in statistical systems 

• The emphasis on credibility and legitimacy and how advocacy of statistics can be 
promoted 

• The identification of new tools, especially in the areas of knowledge management and 
IT 

 

                                                 
1 The papers presented at the seminar are posted on the website of the Singapore Department 
of Statistics http: //www.singstat.gov.sg/conferences/consultative/ gnss.html 
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DISCUSSIONS 

The discussion on the five topics is summarized below identifying for each the suggestions 
about what countries could do and how international organizations might facilitate their 
efforts. 
 
 
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 

Knowledge management covers all activities of the statistical system and is a major aspect of 
governance.  Knowledge management is about dealing with field expertise, documentation, 
work processes, and lessons learned in the acquisition and use of information produced by 
the statistical system.  An important prerequisite of an efficient knowledge-based 
organization is a culture of sharing and teamwork. 
 
To improve knowledge management throughout the statistical system, participants expressed 
the opinions that countries can promote the following:  
 
Staff and other resources 
• Efforts to counter erosion of institutional knowledge by staff retention 
• Training and rotation of staff through different business areas and regional offices.  
• Appointment of an experienced knowledge manager 
• Other staff appointments to bring in different perspectives and backgrounds  
• A culture of sharing and teamwork 
 
Processes 
• Collaboration and processes that support sharing of good practices, such as working 

groups  
• Introduction of common practices and consistency across the statistical system 
• Careful documentation to encourage the transfer of knowledge, especially when staff 

turnover is a problem 
• Development of databases supported by effective search facilities 
• Learning from experience of others 
• Collaboration with academic and other knowledge-producing institutions 
 
Regarding the role of international organizations in facilitating countries’ efforts, participants 
expressed the opinions that international organizations could consider the following actions: 
 
• Identify cost effective technologies that developing countries can use for purposes of 

knowledge management  
• Provide examples of good practices derived from successful country experiences. Ensure 

that such information is linked through portals to the source of good practices 
• Develop international knowledge management centers accessible through the Internet 
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• Support regional technical cooperation and training centers to prepare region-based 
approaches 

• Further develop standards and codes, methodology manuals, and frameworks for 
assessing practices, such as GDDS/SDDS and UNSD Website on Best Practices 

• Explore more effective channels for sharing and maintaining knowledge such as the use 
of video technology for recording the experiences of census managers  

 
 
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 
 
Information technology (IT) (hardware, application systems, communications networks and 
skilled staff) has large potential to improve productivity of statistical processes -- that is, the 
way the data are collected, processed, and disseminated/shared, and thus influences the way 
statistical systems are organized and governed.  Some practices that have proved successful 
in cost effective applications of IT include a buy rather than build approach, use of  
‘intermediate and/or proven’ rather than ‘state of the art’ technology, and a unified vision 
that incorporates modular projects.   
 
Considerations for managers of statistical systems in managing IT include the following:  

 
• Use of intermediate rather than state of the art technology, particularly for developing 

countries 
• Possible use of outsourcing to address IT requirements 
• Need to balance stability of  IT systems and applications because of planned 

obsolescence of hardware and software  
• Use of mainstream IT products  

 
To facilitate the countries’ efforts in this regard, the participants expressed the opinion that 
international organizations could do the following:  
 
• Continue technical assistance in IT 
• Work with vendors to secure volume discounts and other concessions  for software 

products   
• Advise on trends in the IT sector 
• Promote the use of technology for data exchange  
 
 
INTEGRITY AND CREDIBILITY, RESPONDENT RELATIONS, AND RELEVANCE 

Integrity and credibility are two cornerstones of a high quality statistical system and 
important components of the governance of a statistical system.  They help to create a brand 
name and to promote trust of the user community. Treating respondents with respect serves 
to foster sound respondent relations as well as helping to ensure the relevance and 
appropriateness of statistical products. Effective governance of statistical systems may be 
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undermined by a vicious circle of insufficient resources, poor statistical products, and low 
status of the statistical system.  
 
To improve integrity and credibility, respondent relations, and relevance, the participants 
expressed the opinion that countries could do the following:  
  
Integrity and credibility 
• Strengthen statistical legislation to underpin the professional independence of the 

statistical system 
• Promote objectivity of statistical processes including ethical standards and guidelines for 

staff behavior 
• Follow the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics and adopt international standards 

and guidelines 
• Promote user/producer  consultations to raise the credibility and profile of the statistical 

system 
• Prepare pre-release calendars and transparent procedures for data revisions  
• Promote the public view of  the statistical system as representing the national interest 
 
 Respondent relations and relevance 
• Consider providing incentives to respondents 
• Consider sponsorship of statistical activities if it does not compromise integrity  
• Conduct regular users’ surveys including reviews of the requirements of the government 

to obtain feedback and to maintain a balance between users’ ne eds and respondents’ 
burdens 

• Enhance user awareness of  the utility of statistics 
• Develop public relations strategies and good relations with the mass media. Provide 

frequent releases to the media and respond appropriately if statistics are misreported  
• Provide sufficient information regarding revision policies so that normal revisions of data 

are not confused with inaccuracy  
• Develop partnerships with the business community by assuring confidentiality of the data 

and demonstrating the utility of statistical products    
• Regularly review the statistical program to ensure that it is still relevant  
 
To facilitate the countries’ efforts in this regard, the participants expressed the opinion that 
international organizations could do the following:  
 
• Continue preparation of standards, guidelines, and manuals; promote use of good 

practices, such as those  pertaining to data revisions  
• Implement and promote data exchange systems, such as through SDMX (Statistical Data 

and Metadata Exchange), to ease the reporting burden of the business community, as well 
as the burden on national statistical agencies reporting to international organizations   

• Periodically review data requirements of international organizations with a view to 
reducing reporting burden 
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• Provide feedback o n the view of the international organizations on the quality of the data 
produced by the statistical system 

• Avoid publishing data that are at variance with national estimates without consultation 
with the national statistical authorities 

• Promote regional forums for exchange of experiences 
 
 
LEGITIMACY AND COORDINATION 

Legitimacy comes from strong statistical legislation as well as from other arrangements such 
as codes of practice and clearly defined procedures for compiling and disseminating 
statistics.  A strong legal base is central to underpinning the protection of confidentiality and 
the assurance of impartiality and objectivity.  It is important to implement the legislation 
effectively and to maintain a position of moral authority.  In a statistical system with several 
statistics producing agencies, a clear delineation of responsibilities and coordination of 
statistical activities is essential to avoid duplication and inconsistency. Good coordination 
may be established through legislation, presidential decrees, and memoranda of 
understanding as well as traditional practices and procedures, and it may be implemented 
through nomenclature and questionnaire control and budget authority.  
 
The following actions by countries were suggested as helpful in supporting legitimacy and 
coordination:  
 
Legitimacy 
• Establish very careful procedures for confidentiality -- one mistake can ruin good 

reputation overnight  
• Annually disseminate information on the scope, coverage, and limitations of the official  

statistics program 
• Maintain a balance between independence of the statistical system and close relationships 

with government officials to ensure relevance of the official statistics program to the 
policy needs of the government 

• Maintain an on-going dialogue with media to actively advance and protect the reputation 
of the statistical system 

• Legislation should cover the central statistical office (CSO) as well as other statistics 
producing agencies, either through the main statistics law or other legal instruments such 
as central bank laws 

• Consult regularly with users such as government, academic, and business to inspire 
confidence and good will 

• Follow international good practices and standards/codes 
 
Coordination 
• Establish a coordinating committee/council, preferably by law, to coordinate inter-agency 

statistical activities.  Decision making procedures should be well defined to preclude 
undue influence of personal relationships  
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• CSO should coordinate surveys of different agencies to avoid duplication or unnecessary 
burden on respondents 

• Coordinate among agencies at mid levels as well as high levels 
• Consider rotation of staff among the agencies of the statistical system 
 
Suggestions for actions by international organizations include the following: 
 
• Advocate the importance of statistics with decision makers in the public and private 

sectors 
• Communicate with the media about the importance of statistics and clarifications of 

statistical issues 
• Continue to expand the documentation on examples of good practices to assist countries 

in adapting them to their own circumstances, and continue to provide technical assistance 
and training as appropriate 

 
 
ORGANIZATIONAL MODELS AND STRATEGIC PLANNING 

Among several factors affecting organizational models of statistical systems (such as 
statistics legislation, customs and practices, organizational arrangements and roles) the 
overarching current concerns are protection from disclosure, obligations of impartiality, 
matters of performance (such as lower costs, flexibility), and institutional preferences 
(networks, ongoing training). Organizational models are affected as well by centralizing 
factors (that stem from the need for a critical mass of key skills, economies of scale, 
integrated outputs, management autonomy) and decentralizing factors (that arise from a 
fragmented resource base). 
 
Strategic planning involves moving towards an organizational model that improves 
efficiency of statistical processes as well as integration of statistical outputs. This could be 
achieved incrementally (and thus, avo id costs involved in risk-taking), through marginal 
improvements in the traditional organizational models, either subject-matter oriented or 
functionally oriented, or through quantum leaps using modern technologies that may lead to, 
for example, organization models focused around surveys and administrative data and their 
analysis and publication. In this regard, an issue for low-resourced countries is whether the 
additional activities associated with analysis can be undertaken adequately.  
 
The following ac tions by countries were suggested as helpful in supporting development of 
appropriate organizational models and strategic planning: 
 
• Maintain independence on professional matters 
• Work out formal processes/procedures to prevent or manage the impact of errors, crises 

and risk-taking  
• Involve sub-national offices in planning and development of statistical operations  
• Make it public that errors/mistakes are process-related and operational and not political  
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• Develop a business strategy and statistical program to take account of government 
development/operational decisions and other external influences 

 
To facilitate the countries’ efforts in this regard the participants expressed the opinion that 
international organizations could do the following:  
 
• Provide guidance in determining the number of staff/surveys/publications required to 

sustain minimum statistical operations, and the corresponding ratios of professional and 
non-professional staff 

• Assist in streamlining statistical obligations of international conferences, agreements, and 
assist in developing a business strategy to address the statistical requirements arising 
from such activities 

• With involvement of national statistical staff, highlight the kinds of measurements 
required to implement regional/national initiatives of international organizations, such as 
the Millennium development goals, poverty reduction strategy exercises, and assist in 
addressing them 

• Provide assessments of national statistical systems and follow up with regular reviews of 
statistical capacity building 

• Promote the application of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics 
 


