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1. Introduction

The history of overall assessments and benchmadin@tional statistical systems is fairly short in
comparison with some other public domain areas sy have been common for quite some time
already. There have been assessments of the imputiztioe of different policies in the member
countries within the OECD in particular. Peer rexsehave often been the used methodology. One
reason for the late appearance of comparative seses$s or benchmarks in statistics has been tke lac
of systematic frameworks or standards for entiaéisttcal systems. They have been developed and put
into use only in the past few years. Likewise, @adibrs describing the development of statistical
systems are still scarce.

Adoption of the Fundamental Principles of Offici@tatistics in 1992 was one of the pillars that
provided the framework and basic criteria accordongrhich national statistical systems could bétbui
and, if necessary, compared with each other. Thetance of the fundamental principles was not new
as such, but putting all the issues together imglesdocument was. The fundamental principles are,
naturally, just principles that do not determine #itale and scope of their implementation.

The Data Quality Assessment Framework (DQAF) dexesdoby the IMF was originally devised for
the purposes of macro-economic statistics, budrit @so be used to assess the quality of statistics
general. The DQAF provides an integrated and flexitamework in which data quality is assessed
using a six-part structure that covers institutiorenvironments, statistical processes, and
characteristics of statistical products. The apgnoain the form of Reports on the Observance of
Standards and Codes (ROSE€)has been widely applied as the framework for mdrant60
assessments of the quality of national statistiegnly for macro-economic statistics.

The interest for assessing and comparing natiotetisscal systems did not arise only from
international initiatives, but also from the fabait new management frameworks were introduced in
the public sector agencies of many countries ab#dggnning of the 1990s. National Statistical Gffic
were not an exception. Systems of management hyltseBegan to be implemented in various
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government institutions. Quite automatically theyroduced the notion of service and customer
orientation to statistical activities, which leadldustomer satisfaction surveys, user evaluatiomgp
quality declarations, etc. Total Quality Managem@M) was adopted gradually in some statistical
agencies as a further application of their managéniy results. The need to compare the
performances of institutions and the quality ofitipeoducts and processes became even more evident.
There have been a few proposals for indicatorsdbald be used in comparing the performances of
national statistical offices (e.g. De Vries 199)d some attempts to use them as well. The inifiato
of mutual benchmarking have been the National Stedil Offices themselves.

In their narrowest sense of definition as “an exation of one state’s performance or practices in a
particular area by other states’ peers”, quitevageer reviews have been made in statistics. The be
known examples are the ones conducted by Ivandtelled Jacob Ryten, starting with a peer review
of the Swiss Statistical System, followed by a Emieview of the Hungarian Statistical System and,
finally, a review of the Portuguese Statistical t8ys In these cases, the peer reviews were also
requested by the chief statisticians of the revieweganisations. The focus was on assessing the
adaptability, effectivenesand credibility of the statistical system of a marfar country, and on
benchmarking it implicitly or explicitly with an adnced statistical system. Due to the background of
the peers, frequent references came from Canada.

During the accession phase of new Member Statestlat European Union, Global Assessments of
statistical systems were introduced as a kind péer review exercise. At the request of the Eunopea
Commission, all the candidate countries were asdedsring 1999 — 2002 with regard to the overall
capacity of their statistical systems to meet taéstical requirements imposed by the Europearoini
on its Member States. The Global Assessments twaetb be such a good tool that the Commission
extended their use to other countries approachivegy European Union and trying to achieve
compliance with the requirements of the pertineouégs communautaire with their statistics.

An extensive round of peer reviews will be launchki year, concentrating on monitoring the
implementation of the European Statistics Coderatfte (CoP), adopted by the statistical autresiti

of the EU Member States and Eurostat in Februa®p2Uhe Code comprises 15 principles applying
to the institutional environment (such as profesaiondependence, legal mandate, resources, quality
commitment, etc.), statistical processes (methpdszedures, cost-effectiveness considerations incl.
burden on the respondents) and the quality of asitfru other words the broad scale of functiona of
single statistical office contributing to the Euegm Statistics as well as the whole system in its
entirety. Several indicators have been developedetrh principle. A special reporting system
(including peer reviews) on the implementation loé {CoP has been approved and it will closely
follow the basic ideas of the EFQM (European Fotiodgor Quality Management) model.

Intensive development has clearly taken place ¢eneyears with regard to the frameworks and tools
for peer reviews. This can be seen as a conseqtiemehe emergence of quality issues in general.
This paper discusses the performing of peer revigwatatistical systems. Examples are drawn from
the European context and the focus is that of #wiewer® Although peer reviews do not improve
direct the quality of statistical data, they magdquce recommendations which stimulate actionsen th
strive for excellence in official statistics, bathtionally and internationally.

2 The author has experience of participation indreducting of three Global Assessments.



2. Contents and methodology of peer reviews of statistical systems

As a method, a peer review means discussion anmungje In the world of official statistics it means
discussion between producers of official statistidso share the same values. The main aim of a peer
review is to assess the overall quality, or somaityuaspect, of statistical governance, rathen ttiee
quality of statistical data. The target in genéeams is to help the country under review to imerds
overall performance and comply with establisheddadads and principles.

The process adopted for performing peer reviewgslite established. They are usually conducted by a
team comprised of 2-3 experts. The process ergleparatory phase, consulting or discussion phase
and reporting phase. The following two examplethig model well:

Global Assessments

The basic objective of the Global Assessments attuin of the millennium was to benchmark the
sustainability of the national statistical systerh ao future Members State with respect to her
administrative capacity in the field of statistickegree of the country’s compliance with the “asqui
communautaire” in statistics, and the technicas sifithe national statistical system.

The questions underlying the whole review wereftiewing: Is the statistical system of the revielve
country sustainable to meet the ever-increasirtggttal requirements of the European Union? Does i
have adequate managerial, human, legal, techniualfiaancial resources for doing so? All the
accession countries had a very strong developnfeagepin statistics during the past decade. They all
had received extensive technical assistance frenkth and from the Member States. Their national
statistical systems had gone through fundamentaigds. The results were very convincing, but at the
same time there were underlying worries of whethercountries would manage without the support
that would gradually stop after their accessiotheoEU.

The process of the assessment took the followingdo

1. Thorough studying of advance documentation @depto get acquainted with the status quo in the

country (history, analysis of the economy and ddifig development of the statistical system, Jetc.

Most of the issues arose at this stage. The peas free to formulate the questions themselvesien t

basis of the material and propose the agenda frirterviews and discussions. The topics were

planned to cover

» Legal framework (legislation on statistics, Statet Council, consultation and adoption of a
programme of statistical surveys, data protection),

» Specific features of the national statistical syst€orinciples, structure, providers of official
statistics, liaison with research institutes andversities, dissemination policy, relations witheth
users and with different levels of government,)etc.

» National Statistical Institute (mission’s internafganisation, internal monitoring of quality and
performance, finance and budgeting, external adedlity, staff recruitment and training, IT,
organisation of surveys),

« Statistical domains

— Statistical infrastructure (classifications, basgisters, etc.)
— Demographic and social statistics
— Macro-economic statistics



— Business statistics

— Monetary, financial, trade and balance of paymstasstics
— Agricultural statistics

— Multi-domain statistics.

2. Discussions and clarifications of the issue$ eitperts of the statistical office, relevant niinées

and the central bank, researchers, and represasati the mass media. The experts of the NSO were
generally well prepared and willing to clarify apgint raised. The length of the mission in condgti
the Global Assessment gave the reviewers the plitysib digest their remarks and conclusions & th
discussions. It also gave the possibility to trand€nowledge of the good practices of their own
countries. Usually the process included two vigitdhe country in question.

3. Dialogue with management. This part was veryartgnt for understanding all the other received
information. The management of the NSO was williloganswer all the questions, which were
sometimes quite awkward and difficult. It also gave management an opportunity to clarify its own
policy regarding the situation in the organisationthe status of the NSO with regard to other
administration.

4. Mutual discussions among the reviewers werenéigéor forming a joint opinion on the country’s
statistical system. The reviewers came from diffekends of countries as regards size, adminiseati
culture, length of membership in the EU and devalept of the statistical system. This variety of
experiences was an important pre-condition to éneadilation of the opinion.

5. The first and the final draft of the report wemmmented upon by two actors, namely the reviewed
NSO and Eurostat. The format of the final repors\waven. The decision to publish the whole report

rested solely on the reviewed NSO. According to khewledge of the author, most of the NSOs

published the final report on their website. Iniéidd, parts of the Global Assessments were puétish

in a special compendium covering the 10 Phare cesnn 2003.

Although assessment of institutional infrastructwa&s the most important part, it was not the only
one. The assessors were also asked to reviewdheital details related to country practises in som
statistical domains. However, the target was nahéke an assessment of compliance with different
EU legal acts, but rather to consider whether drthe underlying pre-conditions of legislation and
quality criteria on certain statistics were beingtnA formal assessment of compliance with the &cqu
communautaire in statistics had been done by thHe K&lIf and by some other experts.

Peer reviews on implementation of the CoP

Peer reviews related to the monitoring of impleraganh of the European Code of Practice (CoP) are
currently being planned. The methodology of ther pegiews will be tested in two countries before
the final decision of the conduct will be done.f8ono experiences can be drawn of the functignalit
of the eventual method.

The CoP was adopted in response to the invitatiprthb ECOFIN Council to develop minimum
European standards on the independence, integrdyaacountability of national and Community
statistical authorities. It has the dual purposeoofthe one hand, improving trust and confidemce i
statistical authorities by proposing certain ingittnal and organisational arrangements, and, en th
other, reinforcing the quality of the statisticeyhproduce and disseminate by promoting coherent



application of best international statistical piples, methods and practices by all producers fidiaf
statistics in Europe. The monitoring, including tteeind of peer reviews, of implementation of the
CoP had to serve these purposes.

The peer review process is planned to includedhewing phases:
» Advance briefing of the reviewers

» Acquaintance with the advance material including§assessments, ROSC reports, Global
Assessments, quality reports etc.

» Short mission (two days), interviewing of the magagnt, key stakeholder groups, experts
« Drafting of the report and recommendations

» Comments and finalising of the report

* Publication of the report.

On the basis of the already available descriptibesreview process is to become very effective and
transparent. The proposed guidelines and tools sedra well prepared. The quality awareness of all
involved actors will be far higher than it was lé tend of last decade and in conduct of the Global
Assessments. At the same time, political pressuemonstrate that the principles of the code have
been complied will be strong. One can hope that pnessure, in conjunction with the tight schedule

will not prevent open discussion and identificatioh problems and eventual quality gaps in the

statistical systems.

3. Pre-conditions for successful implementation

Bearing in mind that the basic aim of a peer reviewo help the country under review to improve its
performance, confidence in the process and commitrfrem all parties involved are important.
Several preconditions must be met for successfplamentation of a peer review in statistics:

Mutual trust and confidentiality

The starting points are mutual trust and assurasfceonfidentiality. The management of the
organisation under review has to be confident thatpeers will act as objectively as possible and,
consequently, the peers must be able rely on foenmation that will be given to them. The manner in
which discussions take place is important. Theytrbbestalk from one peer to another, and not like
auditors’ talk, nor like hearings by a superior Yalat will give a binding judgement or punishment.
There should be enough time in the discussionsefier to analogous situations in the peer’'s own
organisation. The creation of a confidential atnmesp depends very much on the peers conducting
the review.

Clear and jointly approved tar gets

Clear understanding of the targets of peer reviewsportant. Why and for what purposes are peer
reviews conducted? Fulfilment of the targets cave gsignals or assurance either to the national



authorities or to the international partners. la Global Assessment exercise the target was toeassu
that the statistical offices of the new Member &atad capacities for meeting emerging challenges
and to indicate where further improvement was neede

In the case of reviewing implementation of the E@an Code of Practice the target is highly
ambitious, namely to assure the users and espethallpolitical users of the credibility of the who
European Statistical System.

Frameworks, procedur es

The concepts of the peer review frameworks andplaened procedures had to be described in
advance so that both the reviewers and reviewedsrsitood what they meant. Results from the
reviews are often expected to be comparable with ether, although the comparisons seldom are the
main target of the review. The idea of having ad#ad list of questions to be discussed in theskevi
process is good and partly helps to solve the pmbHowever, as with all surveys, you can never be
completely sure that the interviewers, let aloreittterviewees, understand questions identicalty. F
this reason special training and briefing of reveesvare necessary. Short training was also given to
most of those who participated in the conductinthefGlobal Assessment.

Peer reviews will form just one element in the niomng of implementation of the CoP. In the first
stage, by the end of 2005, the Member States halllitban extensive questionnaire covering specif
indicators. In the next stage, peer reviews withatence starting from the second half of 2006. They
will be carried out “in situ” (in the Member Sta}dsy teams consisting of 3-4 experts. An especially
positive aspect is that the method will be testedtwo countries before extending it to all the 25
Member States. Only after the testing the finalcpdure will be decided upon by the Heads of the
National Statistical Offices of the EU Member Ssadd Eurostat.

Profile of thereviewers

The NSO under review has to be able to assumetlieagxperts coming to conduct a review are
professional and very well prepared for their téSkice the peer reviews cover issues related to the
governance of the entire statistical system, thpegg should have knowledge of statistical systems
the broad sense, and not only of a specific aresatitics but also of management issues andaever
statistical topics. Such experts are availableational statistical offices. Having the peers cagnin
from at least two different background organisaianalso an advantage.

Besides being professionally competent the peerse ha be good listeners and capable of
communicating properly. For deeper understandintpefsituation it would be good if the experts got
acquainted with the administrative systems of thdewed country as well, since the administrative
framework has a strong impact on how statisticccarepiled (centralised, decentralised systems) lega
and co-ordination power of the NSO, governmentqgbesi regarding public sector reforms, etc.). Even
the countries of the European Union have differatninistrative arrangements that influence the
conditions under which they compile their statsstic

Commitment of management

An overall assessment of a statistical system atissital organisation concerns strongly the
management of the assessed NSO and the way itdoscEor this reason it is of utmost importance



that the conductors of the peer review have thesfiypport and understanding of the management. If
the management is sceptical about the usefulnegheofexercise to further development of the

organisation and regard the peer review as onlyortapt for the purposes of the international

organisation, the results obtained with the revieay end up being insignificant. The peer reviews
regarding the CoP have a good chance of beingstergessful, since there is joint approval and gtron

commitment to their implementation from the Heafithe National Statistical Offices within the EU.

Communicating with staff members

The staff of the organisation under review showddully aware of the process of the review. In most
cases this also applies. It is important that therg can talk direct with the experts and not ovith

the managers of the organisation. Ordinary stafhbress often give a somewhat different picture than
the managers of the strengths and weaknesses dajrgfamisation. Sharing information about the
results of the peer review is also important fag tmplementation of further development actions
within the organisation.

Facts and documentation

It is impossible to conduct a peer review withoutnassive amount of facts and documentation.
Although interviews and discussions are importéaits are the most convincing. The availability of
different performance indicators, organisationdbimation on the Internet, plans and monitoring
reports, results from customer, user and persaurgkys, media reports, financial indicators, afc.,
essential.

One of the visible benefits from the Global Assemsts exercise was that an extensive amount of
varying supporting material was prepared and pextid\ll the material was not available in advance,
but compiled in the course of the assessmentseXample, some countries had no systematic follow-
up reporting for response rates in business anddimld surveys, or no information about the usérs o
data, etc., prior to the Global Assessments but slecumentation was prepared at the request of the
peers.

Mutual lear ning process

At its best the conducting of a peer review carabmwutual learning process, where both parties learn
from each other. Learning by discussion takes stme. If the discussions have to be conducted
within a very short time frame, it could be thag¢rd is no opportunity for sharing good experiences,
which is one of the ideas behind peer reviews. gé®r review process should serve the purposes of
mutual learning and give possibility to both pastte present their positive practices. The advastag
from sharing best practices can have long-ternceffin an organisation. As the performing of a peer
review takes considerable resources, it shouldibeed as an investment by both the organisation
under review and the organisations sending thesgearonduct it.

4. Challenges in conducting peer reviews

To a certain extent, the performing of a peer mgvie a sensitive issue, since it lays open the
management resources and approaches of the revagadisation. If the quality culture and quality

awareness of the organisation are high, the pee&wecan probably only confirm correctness of the
chosen direction of the organisation. It may nabhdprmuch value-added to the development of the



statistical system, since self-assessments anthaons improvements of processes are already taking
place without any external pressure or initiativdswever, if this is not the case, or if the orgaiion

IS working under extreme resource constraints f&r eason or another, how could the discussions be
focused on the problems and issues that need iraprent instead of on self-evident matters? From

the point of the reviewed organisation the wholerelse may seem like an additional task that has to
be performed but that will not bring any improvernenthe prevailing situation.

The following challenges are met in conducting pegrews:
Peer pressure

The success of a peer review relies on the infleema persuasion exercised by the peers during the
reviewing process. This is known as “peer pressureé peer review process can put pressure through
1) a mix of formal recommendations and informall@ae; 2) public comparisons and even ranking
among countries and, finally 3) publicity of thesiev. Peer pressure at its best can lead to pesitiv
development in the country. The author has no métion of negative impacts of peer reviews in
statistics but some reviews may not have contribdteect to the development of the statistical esyst
under review.

Peer pressure can also influence by way of excessilidarity between the peers if they wish to
protect the overall credibility of the statisticgistem and do not want to say critical or negéativegs
about their partner organisation’s performance.

No matter how qualified the peers are, they arekimgfs or queens who know everything and can tell
the absolute truth. Sometimes the peers may hamestong, straightforward opinions about how

things should be and how they should be changdteitountry. It may also happen that they pay too
much attention to too small issues, which wouldbpidy have a marginal impact on the quality of the
statistical system, or which might only show thHenited knowledge of the country in question.

Variety of agendas

Regardless of the agreed guidelines and commos tbohay happen that there are quite opposite
expectations related to the outcome of the revigve. reviewers have one agenda (interpretationeof th
terms of reference), the management of the revieawgdnisation has its own agenda and, finally, the
organisation asking for the peer review has its agenda. Should there even be one agenda for all
parties? Maybe not, since the outcomes from the q@eeew process should be such that the different
actors can utilise them for their own purposes.ohding to experiences gained in the conducting of
the Global Assessments the reviewed organisationldHbenefit” from the peer review. It has to
receive some proposals, recommendations, etc.hwd@n be used to justify changes to legislation or
increases to financial or human resources, andaels) in setting up new internal procedures and
tools for co-operation with different authoritietc.

Quantitative benchmarks

The ultimate question behind peer reviews in gtesiss more or less the following: How effectiveda
qualified is the statistical system of the givemmioy in regard of its resources and in comparisih
others? Quality and efficiency are relative consefithe variety of national statistical systems is
enormous even in Europe, let alone globally. InElneopean Union, there are organisations that have



100-150 experts but have to meet the same requitsnas systems with thousands of experts. The
ratio of costs between the statistical system abd @an be indicative, but it does not tell the wehol
story. Traditions, basic infrastructure, etc., vapnsiderably from country to country. Nevertheless
some good quantitative indicators would be of gres¢. Unfortunately, few are available that are
comparable with each other.

The peers should be able to give a balanced vietheofktatistical system while taking into account
resources and possibilities.

I nvolvement of national users

The peer review process involves national userstatfstics. There can be interviews with relevant
ministries, mass media, research community, ete.uders are normally invited by the local statatic
agency, not the reviewers. It can be difficult fbem to understand why, since most of them are
interested in data and their availability, and mohow well they are described, or whether metadata
are available or the used methods are in line imigrnational recommendations, etc. Motivation of
the users for giving important feedback deservesideration.

Technical constrains

At the moment, there is a huge amount of statistidarmation available in the English languagenfro
different countries, and the situation is improviald the time in this respect. Problems arise with
supporting information, that is, precisely the mf@ation that could be relevant to the assessirthef
statistical system. It is difficult to check the ality of plans and monitoring reports, metadata,
user/customer survey results, etc., if they arg @viailable in the national language. Such papers
should be translated into English, if only for the'poses of the peer review.

Lack of knowledge of local circumstances can alB@lproblem irrespective of the competence of the
reviewers. A certain amount of local knowledge Beded. The situation is in fact improving
continuously since a lot of information today isad&ble on the Internet about national legislatonl
policies in different areas, enabling the reviewerget acquainted with them.

5. Conclusions

Peer reviews in statistics are successful when thedg National Statistical Offices to understand
eventual gaps in their performance and take negesseps to fill them. They can also serve the
managements of the organisations in confirmingagyeropriateness of their direction. All in all they
should be understood as an element of the qualkityagement of the organisation and as a tool of
sharing of good practices and improving of statitcapacity.

In the long term, peer reviews reinforce confideand trust in statistics; even when the reports may
include critical remarks about certain elementthennational statistical system.

Recommendations and proposals should not rematheinpeer review report only, but should be
communicated and put in practice widely in the argation. Follow-up mechanism has to be
developed both at the reviewed organisation anernationally. In this respect, monitoring of the
implementation of the European Code of Practicensgaomising.



Better performance (even financial) indicatorstatistical systems should be developed. It wow gi
a good picture of the international community ofiadl statisticians if we were able to develop
indicators for comparing our own activities witmdar activities in another country. We are ablelto
that while compiling comparative economic statston thousands of different kinds of activities in
various countries and assuring that they are coayear

The strength of international statistics comes ftbencomparability and coverage of national siasst
and from the quality of processes within internadilo organisations. While focusing on the
comparability and quality of national statisticddastatistical systems, peer reviews contributehéo t
quality of international statistics as well, anch¢aus become a driving force towards excellence in
official statistics widely.
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