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Introduction 
 
1.  This paper is written to summarise work undertaken in November-December 2003 by 
ILO consultants on the data gathering, processing and dissemination activities of the ILO’s 
Bureau of Statistics.  The two consultants were Mr Tom Griffin (formerly of the UNECE) and 
Dr Paul Vanderbroeck (Director, Learning Network Services SA, Geneva).   Copies of their 
reports are available on request from stat@ilo.org.  
 
2.  Both consultancies arose because of: 
(a)  The need to improve the efficiency of the data gathering, processing and dissemination 

activities of the ILO;  
(b)  International demands for greater use of electronic means of data gathering and 

dissemination in order to reduce reporting burdens on countries; and 
(c)  Resource constraints being applied to the ILO Bureau of Statistics. 
 
3.  The Griffin consultancy reviewed the methods and procedures used by selected 
international age ncies1 to gather statistics from countries and to disseminate these statistics, 
while the Vanderbroeck consultancy considered the work methods and procedures within the 
ILO Bureau of Statistics.  Both were asked to consider likely trends in choices for these 
procedures and methods, and so to make recommendations for ILO practices in these matters. 
 
4.  It was found that:  
(a)  Agencies depend upon ILO as the agency responsible for basic data in its field of 

competence. 
(b)  Some agencies devote substantial professional and other resources to data collection. 
(c)  Electronic collection methods are growing and changing the way data collection is 

organised and staffed.  
(d)  All of the international agencies are concerned that response rates for global data 

collection are generally very low, and in many instances too low to provide reliable 
information for regional aggregates. 

.  
 

                                        
1 Eight agencies were selected as follows : 
(1) UN Statistics Division (UNSD),  
(2) World Bank (WB),  
(3) International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
(4) Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD),  
(5) UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS),  
(6) World Health Organisation (WHO),  
(7) Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN (FAO),  
(8) UN Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). 
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5.  All of the eight agencies in the Griffin study are developing or changing their data 
collection and dissemination methods.  The reasons are generally connecte d to improving 
response rates and efficiency and responding to advances in technology.  All welcomed the 
ILO initiative. 
 
6.  A few agencies collect some employment data related to their own fields of interest.  
But several agencies, and in particular the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 
stressed their heavy reliance on the ILO for basic data related to employment.   
 
Organisation and Resources 
 
7.  It is normal for data collection to be undertaken by more than one department within an 
agency.  Nevertheless most agencies, but not all, have a department that specialises in statistics 
including data collection, and has some responsibility for the co-ordination of statistics in the 
agency.  All have much wider responsibilities than data collection and dissemination. 
 
8.  Some agencies have a significant proportion of Professional grades devoted to data 
collection.  They recognize basic data collection as important, requiring expertise especially 
where data are late or missing (as they very often are) or have to be gleaned from multiple 
sources.  Response rates vary but, typically, questionnaires gain 50% response or less in the 
first instance (see the paragraphs on non-response below).  Data is the foundation on which 
analytical work is based.  
 
9.  Some staff specialise in a country or a group of countries, but mostly they specialise in 
particular statistical domains and new technologies are changing the way data collection is 
organized. 
 
Descriptions of data collection 
 
10.  Few agencies have a written description of  data collection across their agency, and 
most would find it difficult to write a comprehensive description because responsibilities for 
collection are so diffuse.  In the absence of such an overview, duplication and other 
inefficiencies are likely. 
 
Primary versus secondary data collection 
 
11.  Some agencies are involved in ‘primary’ or ‘original’ data collection, for example 
collection from households in household surveys.  Collection from e.g. national statistical 
offices (NSO) could be termed ‘secondary’, in which case collection from other agencies could 
be termed ‘tertiary’.  The World Bank is an example of an agency that is involved in all three 
levels of collection.  However, the main data collection by agencies, and the main subject of 
this report, is from national institutions such as national statistical offices (NSO).   
  
12.  The ILO is exploring with Eurostat the possibility of minimizing duplication in data 
gathering by combining ILO and Eurostat data needs on statistics of strikes and lockouts into 
one questionnaire administered by Eurostat.  Both Eurostat and ILO would receive EU country 
replies and would extract and process the data that they require.  In respect of labour force 
statistics, first steps are being taken with a view to reducing EU country reporting burdens.  
Some exploratory steps are also being take with ESCWA on coordination of data collection for 
CPI from Arab states. 
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Questionnaires 
 
13.  The most striking change in data collection methods in recent years is the switch from 
paper forms to electronic forms.  Sometimes the electronic forms are simply electronic versions 
of the paper form, but sometimes they have a quite different format.  All of the agencies are 
making the change, but it has taken quite a long time and they are at various stages.  Some 
agencies are more advanced than others in this respect and even within agencies the degree of 
change is varied.    
 
14.  The most usual form of electronic form or questionnaire is an Excel file attached to an 
e-mail.  Some agencies (including the ILO) pre-fill the forms with data that the respondents 
have supplied in earlier rounds.  This has the double function of more clearly identifying the 
data series, and also providing respondents with an opportunity to offer corrections or revisions 
if necessary.  Automatic up-loading of completed EXCEL questionnaires is undertaken by at 
least one agency and is one of the ILO’s objectives as well. 
 
15.  Electronic forms on the World Wide Web are another electronic format.  That is to say, 
respondents are asked to download forms from the web or to complete them online.  The IMF 
has changed to a web-based system called the Integrated Correspondence System (ICS).   
 
16.  The ILO Bureau of Statistics uses pre-filled EXCEL attachments to e-mails, electronic 
web-based forms that are completed by a country on-line, as well as paper questionnaires.  
Countries may choose whichever option they prefer. 
 
17.  The switch to electronic forms has had some interesting consequences.  In the IMF as 
elsewhere, it has led to the forms being sent to a much larger number of respondents instead of 
being sent, as they were in the past, to just one respondent per country who was asked to have 
them completed by others.  In general this has increased response rates.  It is of course 
necessary first to identify the appropriate respondents and also to maintain the list even when 
people change jobs.  Maintaining the list is difficult as noted, for example, by FAO and ILO.  It 
is usual to continue to send the forms also to the person who was originally responsib le for 
them in each country.  
 
18.  As the ILO and UNESCO have found in their own surveys of the IT capacities of 
respondents, most have some IT facilities.  But the facilities are not always available, and some 
countries have great difficulty handling large files.  Also their software is sometimes too old to 
be able to cope with some requests.  For these and other reasons, no agency has completely 
dispensed with paper questionnaires. 
 
19.  Two of the agencies in the Griffin study have the advantage of dealing only or mainly 
with technically advanced countries.  They are the OECD and UNECE.  But the other agencies, 
that deal typically with between 130 and 230 countries (or “economies” or “entities”), also deal 
with the same advanced countries and may be able to learn from the experience of OECD and 
UNECE. 
 
20.  A disadvantage of dealing with some advanced countries is that, although they may 
have the capacity to complete international statistical questionnaires, they also may decline to 
respond.  Instead they refer enquiries  to their websites and books.  One answer to this is offered 
by an important initiative of OECD in which Excel’s ‘Web Query’ function is used to call 
down data automatically from specified web sites.  It is a technique that is worth investigating, 
and OECD is willing to share its experience.  
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21.  OECD has also undertaken a pilot exercise in the application of the Statistical Data and 
Metadata Exchange (SDMX) for collecting data from NSOs.  It is unlikely to be applicable 
very widely in the short term, but has great promise for the future. 
 
22.  The size of forms or questionnaires used by the agencies varies greatly.  Some are large 
but most are small.  Some also are in separate sections so that respondents can complete only 
those parts for which they have the data.  As might be expected, smaller forms generally gain 
higher response rates.   
 
23.  The switch from paper forms sent to a single respondent, to electronic forms sent to 
many more respondents, offers an opportunity to divide large forms into smaller and less 
daunting ones. 
 
Non-response 
 
24.  All agencies are experiencing problems with non-response.  The results of the current 
MDG (Millennium Development Goals) indicators exercise support this view.  The agencies 
are all concerned to increase response rates where possible. 
 
25.  Several agencies are trying to make more use of their country or regional offices, or 
their ‘country desks’ in headquarters where they exist.  It might also be possible to engage 
UNDP country offices more in this way, especially now that they are involved in the 
preparation of National MDG and Human Development Reports (NHDR).  Previous attempts 
to engage country or regional offices appear to have been disappointing, presumably because 
they do not give data collection high priority.  But current emphasis on the need for monitoring 
progress may help to change the priority given to data collection, especially in developing 
countries. 
 
26.  Some agencies, such as UNESCO and UNSD, undertake regional workshops to train 
respondents and to encourage response.  Similar workshops, including possibly joint 
workshops with others, are planned by other agencies.  The World Bank invites respondents to 
its headquarters in Washington, which also encourages response as well as providing training.   
FAO sends some headquarter s staff on missions to regions where data have been lacking over 
long periods and has had some success in establishing good connections with respondents. 
 
27.  Some agencies feel that respondents do not have sufficient incentive to respond. But 
others feel that the incentives are there but the capacity is not sufficient, or the questionnaires 
are not reaching the right people, or local circumstances such as lack of basic facilities, make 
response impossible. 
 
28.  All agree that a substantial part of the problem is that the data are simply not available 
in many countries and will not be available until statistical capacities are strengthened greatly. 
 
Missing values 
 
29.  Agencies vary greatly in their propensity to make estimates when some values are 
missing.  At one end of the scale, FAO makes many estimates in many data series.  This is also 
the case in some parts of WHO.  At the other end of the scale, IMF (and Eurostat which is not 
included in this study) make estimates only where they are essential to form important 
aggregates or in the special case of foreign trade.  Much seems to depend on the use to which 
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the data are put.  For the purpose of broad analysis or approximation, estimates may be 
sufficient, but for the purpose of making decisions that relate to the country concerned, 
estimates may not be sufficient.  The ILO presently limits itself to using only official statistics 
provided by each government.  However, in cases where the government does not complete the 
questionnaire, the ILO is considering whether to obtain statistics from the databases of other 
international agencies, provided that they are based on official government surveys (for 
example, from Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys or Living Standard Surveys – see also 
below).  
 
30.  Agencies also try to glea n data from web sites or from books, but it can be very time 
consuming and can require a high level of expertise.  Dealing with straight forward responses 
is not so difficult, but inordinate time and expertise may be required to identify and collect the 
missing data. 
 
31.  Some widely-used and relatively new international household surveys such as the 
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) and the Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS) are 
also now being used to try to fill gaps in the usual data, or are being investigated with that 
purpose in mind.  The DHS and MICS are generally undertaken in those countries where data 
are most scarce.  The MDG process has encouraged agencies to make more use of such sources 
in order to fill gaps that have become more obvious, despite some difficulties over definitions 
for example.  Labour Force Surveys are of particular value to ILO, although they are few and 
irregular in developing countries.  Also, Household Budget Surveys are not specifically 
concerned with labour, but do provide data on incomes and employment. 
 
Metadata 
 
32.  Although all agencies collect metadata from their respondents, none are entirely 
satisfied that they get all that they need.  Some agencies use special forms for metadata 
collection.  The ILO has in the past used specialized questionnaires with open-ended questions 
requiring textual responses.  However recently (2003), the ILO used a metadata form2 with tick 
boxes, which seems to be unique.  It is likely to be helpful in reducing translation overheads 
and in creating a database that can be more easily analysed.  
 
33.  The frequency of metadata collection varies from only once every few years to every 
time data are collected.  FAO Statistics Division has established a database of metadata.  It 
took some three years to build, and was expensive but has been found invaluable. 
 
34.  Although Excel spreadsheets can include metadata, they are not well suited to the task.  
Other formats are better able to transmit metadata with the data. 
 
Software  
 
35.  There is a very wide variety of software in use in the agencies.  Nevertheless, it is 
perhaps not surprising that Microsoft applications are the most widely used.  Excel 
spreadsheets are almost universal, and SQL server is also a popular relational database 
management system (for example in UNSD, OECD and UNECE).  
 
36.  Even within each agency the software can be quite varied, and the fact that an agency 
may be using particular software may not mean that they would recommend it to others.  
                                        
2 In respect of sources of statistics for household income and expenditure. 
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Neither do their views on particular software necessarily coincide.  For example, views on 
'Beyond 20/20 Inc' software for data dissemination seem to differ.    
 
37.  The experts in each agency are very happy to share their experience and to learn from 
the experience of others. 
 
Dissemination 
 
38.  In general, there is a tendency to make use of very many forms of dissemination.  New 
technologies are providing more choice.  They are also providing more efficient methods of 
using more established media, for example by enabling camera-ready copies to be prepared 
relatively cheaply for printing   In all agencies, dissemination is changing, but no medium is 
being abandoned, so far. 
 
39.  It has in the past been predicted that electronic media would supplant paper altogether.  
But such predictions are not so popular now after many years of experience of seeing ‘hard 
copy’ and electronic media side by side.  For example, it is common for publications to have a 
CD-ROM tucked inside the cover.  CD-ROMs are inexpensive, are machine-readable and can 
contain more data than printed public ations.   
 
40.  Before data tapes, and the Web etc., paper was the only publishing medium.  There are 
now many choices and it is becoming clearer what medium is suitable for each type of 
dissemination.  Users of data have their own needs and preferences, and frequently want their 
data supplied in more than one medium. 
 
41.  The general tendency among agencies is towards using printed publications for the 
‘user friendly’ presentation of data with small tables, short time series and simple charts with 
readable text.  Printed publications are also important for metadata on sources and methods for 
example and for commentary and analysis.  For greater volumes of data, there is a tendency to 
use the cheaper electronic media, including CD-ROM and the Web. 
 
42.  The World Bank is unusual in publishing its ‘World Development Indicators’ (WDI) in 
a large volume of some 400 pages.  But like the UNDP ‘Human Development Report’ which is 
also large and contains very many statistics, the WDI is a special case in that it is a 
compendium of data and of metadata that spans almost every aspect of development.  The 2003 
version of the ILO Yearbook has over 1,700 pages!  Plans are now being finalized to 
drastically reduce the number of pages by changing the basic philosophy of the publication. 
 
43.  For some agencies that are more specialised, and even for less specialised agencies, 
large books of large statistical tables have disappeared and have been replaced by data on the 
web and by smaller more readable publications.  
 
44.  Presenting data on the web involves an initial investment to establish the format, and 
requires careful maintenance, but in the long run it can represent a low-cost way of 
disseminating even large volumes of data.  Nevertheless, although availability of the Web is 
increasing, it is not yet universal.  It may not be the medium of choice for all clients, nor as yet 
the ideal medium for essential metadata or for analysis.  
 
 
Geneva 
24 August 2004  


