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1.  Introduction1 
Statistics are a fundamental input for individual and collective decisions, both at national and at 

international levels. Unfortunately, as Donald J. Johnston, the Secretary-General of the OECD, pointed 

out in his opening address at the 50th anniversary of the Conference of European Statisticians, “Today, 

everybody agrees that good knowledge of the reality of markets, of economic and social developments, 

etc. is absolutely a critical element for the success of any policy of an enterprise, of a career, etc. On the 

other hand, because of the enormous amount of information available, the problem is not really to know, 

but it’s what to know and how to distinguish between good and bad information.”  

 

In the context of the information society, substantial amounts of data are readily available (in the press, on 

the internet, etc.). New data providers now play a role in the “market of information” and compete daily 

with official sources to capture the attention of the media, businesses, households and individuals. In 

some cases, this competition is based on serious efforts to produce data unavailable elsewhere, but in 

other cases surveys carried out by private institutions on a handful of individual and/or econometric 

estimates are presented, and commented on, as indisputable “facts”. 

 

Both national and international/supranational organisations (IOs) face such a challenge.2 Academic and 

research institutions, private companies and NGOs publish international comparative studies quoting both 

official sources and statistics obtained by conducting direct surveys and/or merging data produced by 

                                                      
1     A previous version of this paper has been presented at the second ECB statistics conference (Giovannini, 2004).  



 2

unofficial sources. In addition, several international organisations disseminate data compiled by both 

statistics departments and research departments. In conclusion, both national and international 

organisations active in statistics must compete in an open and very difficult market, with a huge number 

of potential data providers, and where competition is not necessarily based on the technical quality of the 

statistical information provided.  

 

Several papers have been written evaluating such issues and proposing possible strategies for national 

statistical institutes.3 This paper aims to examine these challenges from an international organisation’s 

viewpoint. Therefore, it deals with some outstanding issues that affect the quality of statistics 

disseminated by international organisations (henceforth referred to as “international statistics”), as well as 

their credibility. In particular, it will focus on economic statistics, analysing whether the current 

institutional set-up and the development of technical cooperation among IOs are adequate if the overall 

quality of international statistics is to be improved in the near future.  

 

The next section of the paper will deal with the concept of quality for statistics, analysing in particular 

how IOs could adopt quality frameworks for statistics, as several national statistical institutes (NSIs) have 

done over the last ten years. The third section highlights the most important concerns that users and 

national data providers frequently express about international statistics, and proposes some actions to 

improve the current situation. Finally, the fourth section presents a possible way forward to sustain the 

quality improvement of international statistics. In particular, it suggests the development of a 

comprehensive strategy based on the following elements:  

• Institutional arrangements: new arrangements could be built upon the existing United Nations 

Committee for the Co-ordination of Statistical Activities (CCSA) to which a wide range of 

international organisations already belong. For example, the CCSA should promote, in addition to 

the declaration of principles now being developed, the development of a set of guidelines on how 

to conduct statistical activities in IOs. They would be then encouraged to describe how their 

follow both principles and guidelines in a similar way to the descriptions given by NSIs in the 

International Monetary Fund’s General Data Dissemination and Special Data Dissemination 

Standards. 

                                                                                                                                                                           
2  Henceforth we will use the term “international organisations” to include both international organisations in the strictest sense, 

such as the OECD and the United Nations, and supranational organisations, such as the European Commission and the ECB, 
which carry out statistical activities. According to the OECD definition, a statistical activity is “an activity that produces at 
least one statistical output, such as a dataset or database available to internal or external users through Internet, Intranet, CD-
ROM, etc., or a publication that is statistical or is analytical but with extensive statistical content”.  

3  See for example the proceedings of the 86th DGINS Conference (Eurostat, 2000).  
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• Cultural change in statistical quality management: the development of “quality frameworks” for 

statistics in IOs should be promoted in a similar way to those already developed by several NSIs. 

In addition, the first CCSA meeting on statistical quality for international organisations (held in 

May 2004) should become an on-going activity to promote such change in the culture of IOs. 

• Reinforced technical co-operation among international organisations: the development and use 

of shared systems for exchanging statistics and metadata among IOs would also be an important 

element of the strategy. The Standards for Data and Metadata eXchange (SDMX) initiative can 

play a fundamental role in this respect. Finally, staff exchange and common training initiatives 

would help the development of a common culture of quality, as well as provide opportunities to 

reinforce the mutual understanding and co-operation among IOs. Similar arrangements with NSIs 

would also reinforce links with them and provide the staff of IOs with first-hand knowledge of 

the sources of data upon which they rely.     

 

2.  Quality and international statistics 

2.1  Quality frameworks for national statistics 

Quality is usually defined as “fitness for use” in terms of user needs. This definition is broader now than 

the one customarily used in the past, when quality was equated with accuracy. It is now generally 

recognised that there are other important dimensions. Even if data are accurate, they cannot be said to be 

of good quality if they are produced too late to be useful, cannot be easily accessed, or appear to conflict 

with other data. Thus, quality is viewed as a multifaceted concept. The most important quality 

characteristics depend on user perspectives, needs and priorities, which vary across groups of users. 

 

Over the last ten years, several international organisations and national statistical institutes have paid 

special attention to the development and the implementation of quality frameworks for statistics. For 

example, the IMF, the Statistical Office of European Communities (Eurostat), Statistics Canada and other 

NSIs have identified various sets of data quality components and/or have adopted quality frameworks to 

improve their organisation and the quality of data produced. As a result, several NSIs currently use 

quality management approaches to continuously analyse and improve the quality of data they produce. 

 

From an international point of view, the initiatives undertaken by the IMF and Eurostat are especially 

important. The former developed the Data Quality Assurance Framework (DQAF) to assess not only the 

quality of data produced by national statistical systems, but also the quality of institutional arrangements 

put in place to produce such statistics. For its part, Eurostat promoted the adoption of a “Quality 
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declaration of the European Statistical System”, and developed a framework to assess the quality of data 

produced by European countries.  

 

The two approaches have several similarities and important differences (Laliberté, Grünewald and Probst, 

2003). The IMF framework views quality through a prism that covers governance of statistical systems, 

core statistical processes and observable features of the outputs. In particular, the DQAF addresses a 

broad range of questions that are captured through the prerequisites of quality and in five quality 

dimensions. The analysis of prerequisites is devoted to evaluating how the quality of statistics is affected 

by the legal and institutional environment and resources, and whether there is quality awareness in 

managing activities. The five quality dimensions are as follows: 

 

• Assurance of integrity, i.e. features that support firm adherence to objectivity in the production of 

statistics, so as to maintain users’ confidence;  

• Methodological soundness, i.e. practices that relate to the internationally agreed methodological 

practices for specific datasets;  

• Accuracy and reliability, i.e. adequacy of source data, statistical techniques, etc. capable of 

portraying the reality to be captured;  

• Serviceability, i.e. the way in which users’ needs are met in terms of timeliness of the statistical 

products, their frequency, consistency, and their revision cycle;  

• Accessibility, i.e. the availability to data users of effective data and metadata and the assistance 

provided, where necessary, to users.  

 

The Eurostat framework focuses on statistical outputs viewed from the user’s perspective and only works 

its way back to the underlying processes where the outputs do not yield a direct measurement. It is based 

on seven dimensions: relevance (are the data what the user expects?), accuracy (is the figure reliable?), 

comparability (are the data in all necessary respects comparable across countries?), coherence (are the 

data coherent with other data?), timeliness and punctuality (does the user get the data on time and 

according to pre-established dates?), and accessibility and clarity (is the figure accessible and 

understandable?). According to this quality definition, Eurostat is also developing quantitative indicators 

to measure the quality of various statistical outputs (e.g. measurement errors, timeliness indicators, etc.). 
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In addition, Eurostat regularly assesses how its internal processes impact on the overall quality of data it 

releases.4  

 

Even though both the IMF and Eurostat approaches are very interesting and useful in improving national 

statistics, they are not readily applicable to IOs.5 For an international organisation, the quality of statistics 

disseminated depends on two aspects: the quality of national statistics received, and the quality of internal 

processes for the collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of data and metadata (see Holt, 2000). 

Therefore, any comprehensive quality framework for statistics produced by an IO has to take both aspects 

into account. On the other hand, the legal environment in which the international organisation concerned 

operates can have an important impact on the design of the framework. For example, Eurostat has the 

authority to oblige national data providers to adopt methodological standards: therefore, its efforts are 

mainly directed at measuring the relative performances of national data providers and at pushing them to 

improve their performance over time.  

 

An IO that does not have such regulatory power can only use moral suasion to push countries that are 

concerned to improve their statistical outputs. In this situation, the quality framework should mainly 

address internal processes adopted by the organisation itself in carrying out its statistical activities. This is 

precisely the choice made by the OECD, which in 2003 developed and implemented its “Quality 

Framework and Guidelines for OECD Statistics” (QFOS).  

 

2.2  The quality framework for OECD statistics 

The QFOS benefits from the work undertaken by the above-mentioned national and international 

organisations. The OECD has therefore avoided reinventing the wheel by adapting existing definitions 

and approaches to its context. In particular, the QFOS focuses on improving the quality of data collected, 

compiled and disseminated by the OECD by improving the OECD’s internal statistical processes and 

management, although initiatives to produce a positive spillover effect on the quality of national data are 

also envisaged (OECD, 2003a). The OECD quality initiative is similar to ones developed by Statistics 

Canada and other NSIs, and encompasses statistical, managerial and technical processes.6  

                                                      
4  This is known as the “Qualistat” initiative. It uses a wide range of tools, such as user satisfaction surveys, staff opinion 

surveys, process analysis, training, rolling reviews, etc.  
5  It is also important to note that the IMF and Eurostat are working together to maximise the commonalities of their quality 

approaches.  
6  In 2004 the OECD will carry out 100 statistical activities. The organisation of statistical activities at the OECD is based on a 

decentralised model, which means that various statistics are developed both by the Statistics Directorate and by nine other 
Directorates responsible for analytical studies and policy analyses. For a general description of OECD statistical activities, 
see OECD (2003b) and (2004).  
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The QFOS has four elements7: a definition of quality and its dimensions; a set of broad principles on 

which OECD statistical activities are to be conducted and quality guidelines covering all phases of the 

statistical production process; a procedure for assuring the quality of proposed new statistical activities; 

and a procedure for evaluating the quality of existing statistical activities on a regular basis. The OECD 

views quality in terms of seven dimensions: relevance; accuracy; credibility; timeliness; accessibility; 

interpretability; and coherence. Another factor is cost-efficiency, which, although not strictly speaking a 

quality dimension, is still an important consideration in the possible application of one or more of the 

seven dimensions to OECD statistical outputs (OECD, 2003).  

 

In addition to quality dimensions, the following core values for OECD statisticians have been identified, 

using the UN Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics as the key reference8:  

 

(a) OECD statistics are compiled and made available on an impartial basis, and are produced according 

to strictly professional considerations, including scientific principles and professional ethics with 

regard to methods and procedures used for the collection, processing, storage and dissemination of 

statistical data.  

(b) The OECD presents statistical information according to scientific standards on the sources, methods, 

and procedures adopted to produce its statistics.  

(c) Individual data collected by the OECD for statistical compilation are considered to be strictly 

confidential and used exclusively for statistical purposes. Specific measures are taken to ensure the 

full protection of confidential data from any potential disclosure. 

(d) The internal rules and measures under which the OECD statistical system operates are made public. 

(e) The OECD is committed to carrying out its statistical activities in coordination with national 

statistical institutes and with other international organisations. 

(f) The OECD is committed to developing bilateral and multilateral cooperation in statistics in order to 

contribute to the development of systems of official statistics in all countries. 

(g) Within the constraints of resource availability, OECD data products are of the best possible overall 

quality in terms of each of the seven quality dimensions outlined in the OECD Quality Framework. 

The effort involved in assuring quality is commensurate with the scale of the statistical activity, the 

purpose of the activity and its frequency (i.e. whether it is intended to be repeated regularly or 

occasionally, or is a one-off). 

                                                      
7  The Framework has been designed taking into account the decentralised model by which OECD statistical activities are 

organised, and through a wide consultation of statisticians working in various Directorates. 
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The definition of quality dimensions and of core values does not, by itself, change the quality of concrete 

statistical processes used by OECD statisticians to produce economic, social and environmental statistics. 

To produce such a change it is necessary to address simultaneously technical, organisational and human 

factors. Therefore, the design and the implementation of the QFOS have been sustained by:  

 

• The development of corporate information and communication technology (ICT) tools for 

collecting, processing, storing and disseminating data and metadata, in the context of the OECD 

statistical information system9; 

• The adoption of internal rules for reviewing the way in which individual activities are carried out 

and for strengthening the horizontal cooperation across Directorates in charge of statistical 

activities;  

• Investment in training for statisticians and initiatives aimed at reinforcing the sense of community 

for statisticians working in various Directorates (e.g. a general meeting of all OECD statisticians 

every six months; the first OECD Statisticians Satisfaction Survey carried out in December 2003 

to provide a measure of how staff perceive their working conditions and the impact of a number 

of initiatives implemented over the previous 36 months, etc.). 

 

Even if all OECD statisticians always devoted a large part of their time to improving the quality of the 

statistics they managed, the adoption of a formalised approach to quality for statistics would nonetheless 

bring three important benefits: first, it provides a systematic mechanism for the ongoing identification and 

resolution of quality problems, thereby maximising the interaction between experts in different fields 

(statisticians, ICT experts, final users, etc.); second, it gives greatly increased transparency to the 

processes used by the OECD to assure quality; and third, the process has promoted a common view 

among OECD statisticians of quality dimensions as well as a stronger sense of partnership between 

OECD statisticians.  

 

The experience of 2003, when seven reviews of existing activities were conducted (ten are foreseen in 

2004) and new activities were launched using new ICT tools, seems very encouraging. After a certain 

initial cautiousness, the attitude of statisticians involved in such reviews has been very positive. 

 

2.3  Quality frameworks for international organisations: a key challenge   

                                                                                                                                                                           
8  OECD statisticians are also committed to carrying out their work according to the International Statistical Institute’s 

declaration on professional ethics. 



 8

Comparing the attention paid by NSIs and IOs to the development of internal quality management 

approaches, it is quite evident that the latter lag behind the former. Over the last ten years, regular 

contacts have been established among NSIs to develop, compare and improve their quality management 

approaches. Quite often, such contacts have been promoted and facilitated through conferences and 

workshops organised by IOs, but only very recently have the latter started to apply to themselves the 

approaches they recommend to national agencies. Furthermore, it is paradoxical that IOs spend a large 

part of their resources on developing methodological standards to encourage national data providers to 

improve the quality of data they produce, yet collectively expend so little effort in adopting quality 

management approaches to improve their own statistical practices. 

 

A possible explanation for this can be found in the way in which IOs regard themselves. Even though 

several IOs have a long and fruitful history of cooperation in developing standards and research activities, 

they have never felt a part of a system of international organisations. In other words, in the past they 

developed their activities mainly with their own constituencies in mind, trying to coordinate their actions 

as much as possible (to maximise effectiveness and minimise duplications, etc.), but without looking at 

other IOs as possible partners to improve their internal processes. 

 

This institutional environment largely explains the difficulty of developing common solutions to quality 

management issues in IOs. Statistical departments have different roles and status in their own 

organisations and their capacity for coordinating statistical activities carried out in other departments of 

the same organisation also varies substantially. In addition, IOs regularly compete among themselves, 

especially when the international community expresses new statistical needs. Finally, the former UN body 

in charge of coordinating the statistical activities of IOs (created in the 1990s and suppressed in 2001) 

was very weak and never tried to develop a common strategy that would help IOs to manage their 

statistical activities.   

 

On the other hand, as statistical activities are normally only a small part of the overall activities carried 

out by IOs, ICT solutions used by statistical divisions of IOs for collecting, analysing and disseminating 

statistics are frequently chosen in accordance with the requirements of other parts of their own 

organisations. Therefore, statistical divisions of IOs have generally never had the opportunity, unlike 

several NSIs over the past few years, to develop common platforms and software solutions for managing 

similar problems.  

                                                                                                                                                                           
9  See Samuelson and Thygesen (2004).  
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Fortunately, recent signals show a greater degree of awareness among IOs regarding the need to rethink 

their role and the organisation of their work. A new UN body, the Committee on Co-ordination of 

Statistical Activities (CCSA), was established in 2002 to coordinate the statistical work of the IOs. Six 

organisations (IMF, UN, OECD, Eurostat, ECB and BIS)10 established a task force in 2001 to develop 

Standards for Data and Metadata Exchange (SDMX) based on new technologies. Moreover, a few 

organisations planned major reorganisations of their ICT systems, developing and sharing new software 

solutions. Finally, IOs have set up an ambitious agenda for the next five years to develop new 

methodological standards, especially for economic statistics.   

 

Bilateral and multilateral cooperation among IOs has improved over the past few years, mainly following 

a bottom-up approach, especially among the larger organisations. However, a more general strategy is 

now necessary to orient the activities of IOs and to benefit from the opportunities created by new 

institutional set-ups and technological changes, bearing in mind the final target of improving the quality 

of international statistics. The final part of this paper discusses some of the possible elements of such a 

strategy, but before that, and according to the fundamental idea that final users play the key role in 

evaluating the quality of statistics, the next section will look at the main quality challenges that IOs now 

face in the context of today’s information society.  

 
3.  New (and old) quality challenges for international organisations 

It is very difficult to analyse users’ statistical needs without trying to identify more precisely to which 

category of users we are referring. Policy-makers, the media, academics, businesses and households 

express a wide range of needs and have different views about the relative importance of individual quality 

dimensions. However, looking at the OECD’s experience on this issue and at the discussions that have 

taken place in various international conferences, it is possible to identify broad trends in the demand for 

international economic statistics that create new challenges for IOs or make old challenges even more 

relevant. This section will deal with four key challenges from the user’s perspective with respect to the 

quality issues of improving international comparability, improving timeliness, increasing the length of 

time series, and expanding free access to statistical data. In addition, expectations about the activity of 

IOs from the national data providers’ point of view will be examined.   

 

                                                      
10  The World Bank joined the group in 2003.  
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3.1  Improving international comparability 

The first challenge, which is certainly not a new one, is the production of internationally comparable 

data. Notwithstanding the efforts made by IOs and national data providers, the actual comparability of 

key figures is still poor, even in those areas of economic statistics that have a long history of standards 

agreed to at the international level. Recent research carried out by the OECD (in cooperation with other 

IOs) on statistics on productivity, saving ratios, value added in the service sector, wages, industrial 

production, public debt and deficit and so on show quite poor comparability across countries.  

 

This is indeed one of the most important priorities for all IOs, which spend a large part of their resources 

on improving, as much as possible, this quality dimension. As already underlined, the power that 

individual IOs have to force their constituencies to apply international norms and standards varies 

substantially. For example, Eurostat and the ECB have the regulatory power to oblige European countries 

to meet statistical requirements contained in regulations and other legal acts; the IMF has the possibility 

of using the Reports on the Observance of Standards and Codes (ROSCs) as a tool to scrutinise the degree 

of compliance of member countries with international standards for key economic statistics; while the 

OECD uses its policy committees to exercise moral suasion on national data providers.   

 

Looking at the last ten years, it is absolutely clear that European countries have largely improved the 

comparability of the economic statistics they produce. Nevertheless, relevant differences still exist, 

especially because the general approach used by Eurostat (according to the principles governing the 

functioning of the European Union) is based on “output harmonisation”. This means that each country is 

free to produce required statistics according to various methods and organisational structures, on 

condition that the final output meets the requirements (in terms of accuracy, timeliness, etc.) laid down in 

legal acts. Only in a few cases has the European Union felt it necessary to specify with a higher degree of 

precision the methodological approaches to be followed to produce key figures for conducting European 

policies, using some sort of “input harmonisation”.    

 

The OECD has also been very active in developing standards in new statistical domains (R&D, ICT 

statistics, education, health, etc.) and in assessing the way in which these are implemented by countries. 

In this case, the most important tool for improving comparability is the peer review process carried out by 

technical and policy groups. This approach has pushed countries into improving their statistical processes 

by adopting international standards and/or recalculating national figures according to the latter to meet 

OECD needs.  
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Nevertheless, comparability between the main economic areas (the EU, the US, Canada and Japan) is still 

unsatisfactory. On one hand, it is clear that the System of National Accounts 1993 (SNA 1993) is now 

considered the reference manual worldwide, which has indeed increased the pressure on all countries to 

follow the concepts, definitions and classifications contained in it. On the other hand, the way in which 

countries apply the SNA 1993 continues to create important comparability issues, and a similar 

conclusion can be drawn for other areas of economic statistics (e.g. industrial production, consumer and 

producer prices, services statistics, balance of payments, etc.). 

 

As already mentioned, this is not a new problem, but it is quite clear that the establishment of the euro 

area (and the development of a single monetary policy) represents an important change in the way in 

which policy-makers and analysts look at the issue of comparability of international statistics. Ever more 

data concerning the euro area are now requested by users all over the world. In addition, globalisation 

trends and the development of new global players in the world economy (for example, the Russian 

Federation, China and India) make the issue of international comparability of key economic statistics 

even more challenging. This changed environment has made the life of statisticians more difficult than in 

the past: in fact, when national policy issues are discussed, policy-makers need to look at statistics based 

on national definitions, as they are the ones most frequently reported in the media. However, when they 

examine international trends, the same policy-makers require internationally comparable data. 

Unfortunately, this dilemma can only be solved in the long run, as both national and international users 

are only gradually becominging more interested in internationally comparable figures for national 

debates; in the short run, the two levels need to coexist.  

 

To improve further the comparability of economic statistics, four main areas of work deserve special 

attention and joint investment by IOs:  

• a wider and more continuous evaluation of comparability issues concerning key economic 

statistics for the main geo-economic areas of the world;  

• the strengthening of multilateral surveillance on the implementation of international statistical 

standards. This also implies the availability of appropriate metadata for necessary comparisons; 

• better coordination of activities carried out by IOs for those countries referred to above as global 

players in order to maximise the effectiveness of technical assistance and to exercise joint 

pressure to improve the overall quality of their statistics and of their national statistical systems; 

• a stronger role to be played by IOs in harmonising data provided by national sources.  
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Concerning the first issue, IOs should jointly develop an international agenda to address the most 

important issues through the development of small international teams of experts, including people 

working in academic circles. For example, the OECD recently carried out a review of current practices 

used by member countries to estimate productivity figures: the results show that a significant part of the 

differentials observed in aggregate productivity growth over the last 15 years among the US, Japan and 

the European countries is most probably due to measurement issues. Severe comparability issues also 

affect measures of saving ratios currently used by international analysts, as well as measures of wage 

levels and growth.  

 

The strengthening of multilateral surveillance on the adoption of international statistical standards is also 

very important. The Special Data Dissemination Standards (SDDS) and General Data Dissemination 

System (GDDS) launched by the IMF in the 1990s are very important. They make the general public 

aware of the strengths and weaknesses of national statistical systems. Another good example in this 

respect is the monitoring carried out by Eurostat on the implementation of the European Monetary Union 

Action Plan: it represents a good way of communicating to policy-makers and the public at large the 

degree of compliance of Member States with needs expressed by policy authorities, as well as putting 

pressure on national authorities to invest adequate resources to improve national and European statistics. 

These examples should be followed by all IOs. The publication of summary reports on the way in which 

Member States implement international recommendations could be an important way of putting pressure 

on national authorities to produce more comparable data.11  

 

To improve the current capacity of assessing international comparability, adequate metadata on national 

practices have to be produced and disseminated. This is a very complicated issue, but good practices are 

already available. As already stated, the SDDS and GDDS provide an invaluable contribution towards 

increasing the interpretability of national statistics, but are not sufficiently detailed to enable an in-depth 

analysis of comparability issues. The difficulty in this area is due to the very heterogeneous metadata 

dissemination practices adopted by data providers. For this reason, the OECD has now undertaken work 

to develop recommendations for data and metadata presentation.12     

 

                                                      
11  In this respect, it is also worthwhile to quote the recent survey carried out by the UN Statistics Division on the 

implementation of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics adopted by the UN Statistical Commission in 1994. The 
results of the survey should be brought to the attention of international public opinion and policy-makers for discussion and 
further action. 

12  The first draft of these recommendations will be available for comment in summer 2004. 
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There is also a need to reinforce the pressure that the international community makes on the community 

of new global players: notwithstanding the effort that these countries have made over the last few years, 

much work has yet to be done, and the occasional cooperation developed between some IOs in a few 

domains is insufficient. The quality of data produced by such countries has to become a concern for all 

IOs. Special investment to assess the quality of key economic and social statistics more effectively is 

required. In similar fashion, better coordination of IO bilateral and multilateral activities is urgently 

required to assist these countries in their statistical developments, as well as to develop a policy dialogue 

on statistical issues. In 2003, the OECD, in cooperation with the IMF, organised a seminar on statistical 

quality management for such countries, with a follow-up event planned in 2004. Informal ongoing 

consultation should be organised amongst IOs involved in technical assistance with global players to 

exchange relevant information and identify a more efficient and effective division of labour among IOs.13   

 

Finally, given the slowness of national data providers in adopting international standards, IOs are asked to 

play a greater role in harmonising ex post the data collected from national sources, investing more in 

methodological work and taking some risks in modifying original data to make them more comparable. 

There is a clear policy issue here, which concerns the relationships between IOs and national data 

providers, which are usually not very keen to see their data modified by another body. On the other hand, 

the demand from users is very clear and IOs cannot be held hostage by the limited willingness of 

individual countries to comply with international norms or by the limited resources available at national 

level to produce internationally comparable figures. As the experience of several IOs shows, it is possible 

to find the right balance between various needs, but the presence of adequate professionalism and 

technical skills in IOs is an unavoidable precondition for any fruitful agreement in this area, and building 

such preconditions requires adequate investment and resources. 

 

In conclusion, the need to improve the international comparability of key economic statistics is a priority 

that IOs and their constituencies cannot ignore. Additional resources are necessary to address such 

concerns, but new institutional set-ups also have to be identified to improve the effectiveness and the 

efficiency of current and future activities in this area.  

 

3.2  Improving the timeliness of international statistics  

                                                      
13  As a concrete follow-up to the Symposium held in Beijing in May 2004 on the achievements and challenges for Chinese 

statistics, OECD, the IMF and the statistical institutes of Canada, Germany and France agreed to establish an Electronic 
Discussion Group to exchange information and plan common activities on technical cooperation with China on national 
accounts.    
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Nowadays, the improvement of the timeliness of economic statistics has become a must for both national 

and international organisations. Release calendars of key macroeconomic statistics that until very recently 

were considered fully satisfactory by users are now considered largely inadequate. Therefore, all NSIs are 

making special efforts to shorten the time interval between the reference period and the release date of 

such statistics.  

 

It is also true that the very well-known trade-off between timeliness and accuracy has been interpreted in 

different ways in OECD countries over the last 20 years. For example, 20 years ago the US Bureau of 

Economic Analysis (BEA) was releasing a flash estimate of quarterly GDP even before the end of the 

quarter, whereas European countries were releasing their first estimates between 90 and 100 days after the 

end of the quarter. Since then, the BEA has suppressed its flash estimate, whereas European countries 

have started releasing preliminary estimates 30-40 days after the end of the reference period. 

 

European countries have invested substantially in order to improve the timeliness of their key economic 

statistics, especially over the last few years, under pressure from the ECB. Working groups have been 

established by Eurostat as well as by the OECD. Following the example of the US, the development of 

the list of Principal European Economic Indicators (PEEIs), the adoption of the principle “First for 

Europe”, investments made in Member States to improve the timeliness of various indicators, and the 

dissemination by Eurostat of preliminary estimates for some PEEIs have partially reduced the existing 

gap between the EU and the US in terms of timeliness.  

 

On the other hand, the establishment of the OECD Short-term Statistics Expert Group (to which 

representatives from Russia, China, Brazil, India, Indonesia and South Africa are regularly invited) has 

improved the exchange of experience among European and non-European countries. One of the three task 

forces created on approaches to improve timeliness is expected to issue draft recommendations by July 

2004. The OECD has also established, with DG-ECFIN of the European Commission, an Expert Group 

on business and consumer tendency surveys, whose aim is to improve the quality and the international 

comparability of indicators derived from these sources, which are frequently used to develop early 

estimates of key economic indicators. Finally, the Journal of Business Cycle Measurement and Analysis 

has been created by the OECD and the Centre for International Research on Economic Tendencies 

(CIRET) to promote scientific research in this field.      

 

Equally important is the work that the IMF has recently undertaken to issue recommendations on revision 

policies for releasing key economic statistics, based on the findings of ROSCs carried out over the past 
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few years. This activity is especially important as IOs have become increasingly involved in making 

autonomous estimates of missing data in order to produce more timely data for relevant economic areas.   

 

In conclusion, it seems that IOs are doing their best to support NSIs in their efforts to release more timely 

statistics. On the other hand, they could do much more to improve the timeliness of data they themselves 

collect and release. Data transmission between NSIs and IOs is still largely based on files sent by e-mail. 

Once received, the data contained in such files are read, checked, stored in internal databases, reformatted 

and disseminated. This procedure is cumbersome, time-consuming and resource-intensive, and obliges 

each organisation to duplicate the work of other IOs.  

 

However, a different approach is possible based on the concept of data sharing, in which the original data 

provider (for example, an NSI) disseminates data and metadata according to a certain format on its 

website which all IOs can access in real time. The same model could also be applied to data exchanges 

among IOs, avoiding duplication of work, and minimising mistakes. The OECD is particularly active in 

this field. After having developed procedures for collecting data using so-called web queries (through 

which data available on the internet are regularly collected at just one click), it launched the National 

Accounts World Wide Exchange (NAWWE) project, based on a common questionnaire agreed by the 

OECD and Eurostat for the collection of annual national accounts data. The idea behind the NAWWE 

project is to establish a web-based mechanism to ease country reporting of these common data. If this can 

be done, each international organisation involved could then use the same mechanism and would access 

the subset of the common data pool relevant to it.14  

 

Independently from the technicalities required to implement such an approach15, it is important to note 

that a cultural change in IOs and NSIs is required. In particular, the adoption of the data sharing model 

represents a shift away from the current paradigm (which obliges each organisation to be part of a 

sequential process with its pros and cons) towards a new paradigm, in which the information provided by 

the original source is shared with all parties concerned at the same time. This issue will be referred to 

again in the final part of this paper, but it is quite clear that this approach, together with the autonomous 

production of estimates for missing data, seems the most promising area of work for improving the 

timeliness of data released by IOs.  

                                                      
14  Data are not necessarily transferred across organisations but rather published on the web in such a form that users can extract 

them by simply using the country and variable references. As a proof of the concept, two member countries, Australia and 
Canada, have agreed to pilot the suggested mechanism for a subset of the national accounts tables. 

15  Standards for data and metadata exchanges under development by the SDMX initiative will provide NSIs and IOs with new 
and effective tools for developing a new cooperation model.  
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3.3  Increasing the length of time series 

Coherence over time of time series for the most important economic indicators is an issue for users of 

international statistics. The quality of new estimates can be improved by improving the accuracy of 

estimates through the adoption of more sophisticated methodologies, as well as by the modification of 

classifications to capture a quickly changing reality, the replacement of statistical surveys with the use of 

administrative sources to minimise the burden on respondents, and the implementation of new 

international recommendations and standards.16 At the same time, these changes can limit the availability 

of long time series.  

 

In general, only a few NSIs actually reconstruct homogeneous time series. This is due both to the lack of 

resources and to the tendency of NSIs to consider that such exercises cannot produce backward estimates 

as accurate as the most recent series. A similar policy can be found in several IOs. In general, statisticians 

working in statistical departments of IOs are very cautious in producing backward estimates, whereas 

economic research departments often produce them on their own and disseminate the results of their work 

externally. The outcome of this dichotomy is that users tend to use databases released by research 

departments and not those produced by statistical departments of IOs, which can lessen the relevance of 

the latter and/or lead to possible inconsistencies across databases released by the same organisation.   

 

The absence of international recommendations in this field is an important weakness that should be 

addressed as soon as possible, and the OECD will submit a proposal to its Expert Group on Short-term 

Statistics to work on this issue in 2005.17 Moreover, because of their relevance, any recommendations 

formulated by the Group in this area should be widely discussed with heads of NSIs.   

 

A particular problem arises with data concerning European Union and euro area aggregates. The first 

issue will become extremely relevant in May 2004, when ten new Member States join the EU. 

Notwithstanding the efforts made by these countries to meet EU statistical standards, the availability of 

long time series for the most important economic statistics is still very limited and in many cases series 

will only date back to the mid-1990s. Eurostat has just developed its policy for calculating EU25 

aggregates. This entails the publication of both EU15 and EU25 aggregates for reference periods before 1 

                                                      
16  This is particularly relevant for European countries, as the coverage of regulations and other legal acts concerning statistics 

increases over time.  
17  The participation of as many IOs as possible in this effort would be highly appreciated. 
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May 2004 and only series for EU25 afterwards. For reference periods after 1 May 2004, EU15 aggregates 

will be updated until end-2004 for monthly data, and until end-2005 for quarterly and annual data. After 

that, only EU25 aggregates will be published.  

 

Unless a special effort is made by Eurostat and the ECB to reconstruct quickly long time series for EU25 

totals, there is a real risk that over the next two years each IO will make its own estimates, with the likely 

result that different time series will be disseminated. A special problem will be faced by the OECD, as six 

of the new EU Member States (Slovenia, Lithuania, Estonia Latvia, Cyprus and Malta) are currently not 

OECD members. Therefore, in order to calculate EU totals, the OECD will need to rely on Eurostat and 

ECB data – leading to some inconsistencies in OECD publications and databases if the data collected by 

these organisations for the other 19 EU countries are not fully coherent with those currently available in 

OECD databases. 

 

The issue of data for euro area statistics is much more complicated, particularly concerning the 

reconstruction of time series for the euro area before January 1999. Various IOs adopted heterogeneous 

approaches to deal with this, leading to the availability of different series (Schreyer, 2001; OECD, 2002). 

This problem will reoccur as new countries join the euro area over the next few years. Therefore, a new 

round of consultations on this issue should be organised among IOs in the near future, with a view to 

finding a common solution based on the experience made over the past five years.   

 

In conclusion, IOs should be more active both in developing international recommendations to national 

data providers on how to deal with series breaks, and in enhancing their role in producing long time 

series, while adopting approaches jointly defined and agreed with NSIs.  

 

3.4  Expanding free access to statistical data and metadata 

Official statistics are considered a public good in several OECD countries. In this context they are 

disseminated free on the internet, while users only have to pay for paper-based publications and 

customised statistics. This approach is being implemented by an increasing number of OECD countries, 

all of which disseminate free basic data, i.e. key macroeconomic, social and environmental aggregate 

figures. In a few countries, the loss of revenues owing to the free dissemination of data that were 

previously sold has been compensated by governments, as part of their investment in e-government 

initiatives (see Finn and Giovannini, 2003).  
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IOs present a less clear picture, and some relevant changes have recently been observed in their 

dissemination strategies. For example, in the context of the OECD Statistics Strategy, the OECD is now 

disseminating free, on the Statistics Portal of its website, several databases, all methodological 

publications, and approximately 10% of data contained in the other databases. There is also a plan to 

disseminate for free old issues of various statistical publications.18 In the meantime, Eurostat has recently 

announced its intention to move towards free electronic dissemination of all data.      

 

For organisations such as the OECD, which has very tight budget constraints and which collects from its 

statistical products one-third (more than 4 million euro) of its total revenues from publications, the 

movement towards free dissemination of all its statistics is not feasible at this stage. Investments in new 

dissemination platforms and software, as well costs incurred in the involvement of specialised companies 

to make products available to specific audiences (academics, private companies, the media, etc.), 

somehow need to be financed. However, it is clear that, as national data providers move towards free 

dissemination of their data, there is a real risk that IOs which do not apply a similar approach will be 

crowded out and will see their revenues inevitably decline.  

 

There are two ways of facing this challenge and both should be followed: first, as is already the case in a 

few countries, IO constituencies should change their policy and make larger transfers to IOs, thereby 

compensating for the loss of revenues owing to free dissemination, as well as making necessary 

investments to improve dissemination tools. Second, IOs should invest resources in increasing the value 

added of their products in comparison with those disseminated by national authorities. This investment 

should be made to improve the accessibility and interpretability of statistics, offering more precise 

metadata and navigation tools across countries and domains. In this respect, organisations that carry out 

both statistical and analytical work, or cover a wider range of topics, are in better shape than others, as 

they can offer integrated access to statistics, analyses and policy recommendations, as well as develop 

new tailored products to be sold to specialised users.  

 

Until now, IOs have not been able to develop effective strategies. All of them are still developing their 

own dissemination solutions and relationships with resellers of statistical data, without trying to identify 

cooperative approaches to reduce development or distribution costs. This is a clear signal that they still 

see each other as competitors and not as possible partners, although such a view is not necessarily due to 

the lack of cooperation between units within IOs responsible for statistical activities, but perhaps more to 

                                                      
18 All statistical products and databases are freely accessible to officials in member countries’ governments and NSIs, as well as 
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those areas responsible for implementing marketing strategies. An initiative aimed at encouraging top 

managers of the most important IOs to identify common goals and to find possible solutions would be 

highly desirable. NSIs and central banks could play a major role in pushing IOs in this direction.   

 

3.5  Reducing the burden on national data providers 

The challenge of minimising the burden that IOs impose on national data providers is also very important. 

According to a recent survey made by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2004), such offices are 

asked to report to ten IOs, using 34 different questionnaires, with a total of 108 data transmissions per 

year. Notwithstanding the development of ICT and efforts made by several IOs to eliminate duplications 

in data collections, the number of data transmissions from national data providers to IOs is not declining, 

as the demand from IOs is steadily increasing every year.  

 

Owing to resource constraints in both national data providers and IOs, there is a risk that such trends will 

result in an overall reduction in the accuracy and comparability of data disseminated by IOs. Several NSIs 

and other data providers conceive data transmission to IOs as a pure cost, without any payoff. This is 

especially true for those NSIs that do not use international standards for national purposes and/or are not 

involved in analytical studies based on international data. Therefore, several national data providers do 

not pay sufficient attention to the preparation of data for IOs, which are then obliged to spend a 

considerable amount of time contacting the original sources and correcting wrong data.  

 

On the other hand, when the same data are transmitted to several IOs, they each process and edit them, 

making their own changes and estimates, and disseminating final statistics to internal and external users. 

The end result of this process is that, in the large majority of cases, users find significant differences 

between data concerning the same variable disseminated by different IOs. In a few instances, such 

differences can also be detected when comparing data concerning the same variable but issued by 

different departments of the same IO. This unfortunate situation poses considerable risks for the overall 

credibility of IOs and is no longer acceptable in a world where users increasingly have access to multiple 

sources and where the need for conducting “horizontal studies” covering economic, social and 

environmental phenomena is increasing.  

 

Nowadays, thanks to recent ICT developments, IOs have powerful tools to minimise the burden on data 

providers and to remove inconsistencies. The adoption of such tools requires an initial investment on both 

                                                                                                                                                                           
to other international organisations, under the condition of reciprocity.    
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technical and organisational aspects, but the payoff in terms of efficiency and credibility is quite 

remarkable. The SDMX initiative was launched to support such an effort (see www.sdmx.org), but even 

now it is possible to improve on the current situation. As already mentioned, possible solutions require a 

cultural change on both sides: NSIs are especially asked to change the way in which they look at 

international requests, paying more attention to the accuracy of data transmitted; while IOs have to 

minimise their requests and improve the efficiency of transmission channels, signing data-sharing 

agreements with other IOs and developing common platforms for data and metadata collection.       

 

The OECD has been very active in this area over the past two years, promoting projects with Eurostat, the 

IMF, DG-ECFIN of the European Commission and the United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) to 

minimise the duplication of work in the field of economic statistics. The cooperation with Eurostat has 

already allowed the OECD to suspend data collections from European countries on structural business 

statistics, general government accounts and financial accounts. In addition, the OECD is working with 

Eurostat to compare short-term economic statistics contained in the Eurostat New Cronos database and 

those stored in the OECD Main Economic Indicators database, with the view of minimising direct data 

collection from European countries. The project with DG-ECFIN has already allowed the OECD to 

suspend (since January 2004) the collection of business tendency and consumer opinion survey data for 

European countries, relying instead on data collected by the European Commission. Furthermore, since 

February 2004 the OECD has been providing indexes of industrial production for its countries to the IMF 

in lieu of directly collecting them from OECD countries. Finally, the OECD and UNSD are developing a 

joint database for international trade data which will be updated daily by both organisations, according to 

a division of labour that sees the OECD providing data for its member countries, and the UNSD dealing 

with the others.  

 

All these projects show the possibility of applying a new approach to data sharing: this has significantly 

reduced OECD costs associated with data collection, verification and management, freeing resources now 

dedicated to research activities. 

 

4.  Towards a common strategy to improve international statistics  

As shown in this paper, institutional, organisational and technical constraints limit the overall capacity of 

IOs to improve the current quality of international statistics. In addition to the proposals already 

mentioned, IOs need to develop a more comprehensive strategy built on a strong partnership, especially 

among those most active in statistics. Such a strategy should identify concrete and measurable targets 
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over the next five years, potentially based on three main pillars: a new institutional set-up, a cultural 

change in statistical quality management, and reinforced technical cooperation.  

 

If we compare the organisation of national statistical systems with the current situation of IOs it is clear 

that the number of tools available for the latter to build a “system” is quite limited. National systems 

(Chart 1) have been designed using (in some way) the UN Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics as 

general background and the national statistical legislation as concrete reference. Such legislation usually 

establishes rules to be followed by NSIs (or other public bodies) in their relationships with data providers 

and users. On the other hand, NSIs can use international statistical standards and recommendations issued 

by IOs to produce their statistics. Finally, several NSIs have developed quality assurance frameworks to 

improve the quality of data they produce and common approaches to quality analysis and reporting (i.e. 

the IMF Data Quality Assessment Framework - DQAF -, SDDS and GDDS) have been used to compare 

quality performances. 

 

Chart 1 – Framework for national statistical systems 
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IOs are far from having developed such a comprehensive approach to their functioning and activities. 

Fortunately, they can learn quite a bit from what has already been developed for NSIs. In the first 

instance, it should recognised how the institutional component can be fundamental to the development of 

a statistical system of international organisations that is both linked and complementary to existing 

national statistical systems.19 As already noted, the system should have in common a few core principles, 

a culture of quality and common technical infrastructures. It could comprise as many organisations as 

possible, although it is not necessary that all IOs active in statistics join the system from the beginning.  A 

general vision of the framework for IOs compared to the one already available for NSIs is described in 

Chart 2, which also highlights the main relationships between national data providers, NSIs, IOs and final 

users. In particular, data produced by NSIs are transmitted to various IOs, which exchange data among 

them, as well as with national sources. Users can get data both from national and international sources 

and express their assessments both to national and international sources on data disseminated by them.  

                                                      
19  On this topic, see H. Brüngger (2003).  
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The first step towards developing such a system is to agree on a few core principles, similar to those 

contained in the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics. The CCSA is now working in this direction 

and a first draft of such principles should be discussed in September 2004. Once agreed by the 

international community of statisticians, these principles should be officially endorsed by the heads of 

IOs. The principles will provide the heads of IOs and statistical senior managers with guidance in 

organising their statistical services and activities.  

 

To minimise the implementation costs of such principles, IOs need to identify good practices already 

available and study new technical and organisational solutions together. In addition, the development of 

assurance quality frameworks for statistical activities carried out by IOs should be promoted. Therefore, 

the second step for developing a system for IOs would be to establish a forum where the latter can share 

their practices and discuss how to improve the current situation. Two proposals can be made in this 

respect. First, the UN database on practices followed by NSIs in implementing the Fundamental 

Principles could be expanded to include experiences in IOs20. In particular, a separate section for IOs 

should be created and the CCSA could be regularly informed about the way in which the site would be 

populated. Second, the CCSA meeting on “Statistical Quality for International Organisations” (held for 

the first time in Wiesbaden in May 2004) should become an ongoing initiative to help IOs to discuss the 

development and implementation of quality frameworks, as well as specific initiatives to improve quality. 

These initiatives will hopefully produce a progressive cultural change in IOs in favour of the adoption of 

quality management approaches and the improvement of the quality of statistics they disseminate.  

 

                                                      
20  Only Eurostat and the International Statistical Institute are currently included in the database.  
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Chart 2 – Proposed framework for the international statistical system  
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the convergence of IOs towards higher quality standards and improve their accountability vis-à-vis final 

users.   

 

The development of a statistical system of international statistics also requires a cooperative effort to 

build common infrastructures for data and metadata exchange. As already mentioned, the SDMX 

initiative can play a fundamental role in this respect. New ICT approaches (such as those based on 

extensible mark-up language – XML – and web services) make it possible to integrate decentralised and 

heterogeneous systems. In addition, a joint effort by IOs on developing solutions for data collection, 

management and dissemination could reduce the overall costs of carrying out statistical activities and 

influence the main software vendors’ policies, with a positive spillover onto national agencies dealing 

with statistical activities. Therefore, the fourth step is to make the SDMX initiative the engine for 

fostering, in close cooperation with national data providers (NSIs, central banks, etc.), the technical 

development and integration of international organisations’ IT solutions for statistical production 

processes. 

 

Finally, the establishment of a programme for staff exchange and common training initiatives could help 

IOs develop a common culture of quality management and foster the cross-fertilisation of ideas across 

their statistical divisions.   

 

In order to promote and drive the process highlighted in this section, the role of CCSA is fundamental.  It 

should play a more active role, especially between its annual meetings. To reinforce its role, a Bureau 

could be created and each member of the Bureau would be responsible for specific activities throughout 

the year. In this way, the Committee would act more efficiently and could push its members to implement 

its recommendations.  

 

5. Concluding remarks 

As described in this paper, the quality of international statistics is a global policy issue that requires a 

coordinated approach. For an international organisation, the factors that most influence its credibility as a 

worldwide statistical source are the professionalism of its statisticians, the transparency of the procedures 

used to run statistical activities, continuous dialogue with its constituency and users to produce relevant 

statistics, and the timeliness, accuracy, coherence, accessibility and interpretability of the data it 

disseminates. These goals have to be pursued by each organisation, but a joint effort in the same direction 
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would greatly help statistical divisions of international organisations to achieve their goals and push their 

stakeholders to invest in improving the quality of international statistics.    

 

To expedite the process, a comprehensive strategy should be launched by IOs. Such a strategy should 

encompass institutional, cultural, technical and managerial aspects, ideally allowing IOs to enhance their 

reputation as producers of high quality international statistics in the context of a globalised information 

society. As we know, the reputation of any institution is built over time through a continuous effort to 

improve the efficiency and the effectiveness of its behaviour. While it is very difficult to achieve such a 

reputation, it can however be rapidly destroyed. This is especially true in international statistics, which is 

more relevant today than in the past.  

 

In the context of a “Globalised Information Society” the role of IOs in providing users with high quality 

statistics is more important than ever. International statisticians are aware of this challenge and they 

should not miss the opportunity created by available institutional, technological and methodological tools 

to jointly improve the quality of statistics they disseminate. Users and top managers in IOs urge for 

concrete actions and now is the time to show that international statisticians are able to execute them.  
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