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I. Background 
 
1. At its 16th Session, the Committee for the  Coordination of Statistical Activities (CCSA) 
established a Task Team to formulate best practices in combining different data sources for the 
production of international statistics, taking into account the issues of transparency of methods 
used, stability of data sources and quality assurance. These best practices should take into 
account the comprehensive documentation and outcomes of discussions from CCSA meetings, as 
well as the in depth review of the use of secondary sources by the Bureau of the Conference of 
European Statisticians. The relevant extract from the report of that Session is included in Annex 
1.  
 
2. This paper concentrates on providing a review of the documentation and the discussions 
that have taken place in different CCSA sessions over recent years, tracing the history of the 
issues that have led to the creation of the present Task Team. It continues with a short review of 
relevant discussions in the Statistical Commission and other forums, including concerns raised 
by national statistical organisations. Finally it identifies and proposes directions to take this work 
forward in a slightly different way to that originally envisaged. 
 
3. The Task Team is led by the UNECE, and includes Eurostat, UNODC, ESCAP, WTO, 
IMF, ITU, WB, UNIDO and UN-Habitat. The Task Team was asked to provide a first update on 
its work for the 17th Session of the CCSA. This paper provides that update. 
 
 
II. Review of previous CCSA papers and discussions  
 
4. Over the last few years the CCSA has several times discussed the use of different data 
sources for producing international statistics. Much of this discussion has focused on imputing 
country data. This is a particularly difficult topic because there is a need to balance policy needs 
for consistent international data and national concerns, both political and professional, that 
imputations do not give a misleading impression of perceived or actual reality. 
 



5. These issues have been raised in the CCSA almost from the start of its existence. In its 
2nd Session (August 2003), a discussion paper by Professor Tim Holt1, raised the issue of 
imputations, particularly in the context of Millennium Development Goal (MDG) data. The 
report of that session noted “There was no uniform view in the Committee on the principles of 
imputations … including the question of whether to use implicit or explicit imputations for 
missing country data. The Committee members acknowledged that agencies currently use 
different practices”2. 
 
6. This difference in practices regarding imputation and the use of estimated and non-
official data, particularly for MDG indicators, led to a number of complaints from countries. This 
issue was raised at the 37th session of the Statistical Commission in 2006, resulting in the 
inclusion in ECOSOC resolution 2006/6 of the following text: 
 

[The Economic and Social Council] Calls on all international agencies, through the 
Inter-Agency and Expert Group on MDG Indicators, under the coordination of the UN 
Statistics Division and in accordance with the guidance provided by Member States 
through the Statistical Commission, to improve the coverage, transparency, and 
reporting on all indicators to enhance the database on all MDG, including through: 
(a) …. 
(b) …. 
(c) Avoiding imputation unless specific country data are available for reliable 
imputations following consultations with concerned countries and through transparent 
methodologies 
(d) ….”3 

 
7. This resolution was discussed at the 9th Session of the CCSA in February 2007, where the 
report noted that “the Committee urged all CCSA agencies members of the Inter-agency and 
Expert Group on MDG Indicators, within the context of their mandates and resource availability, 
to comply with the recommendations … contained in the ECOSOC resolution”4. The UNECE, 
offered to prepare a paper on statistical imputations, as a follow up to the 2003 paper by Tim 
Holt. 
 
8. The UNECE paper5 was discussed at the 10th Session of the CCSA. It attempted to 
interpret the ECOSOC resolution and gave recommendations for its implementation. The CCSA 
agreed that “full transparency of the process and  methods of estimation should be ensured; and 
that consultations with national statistical authorities should always be carried out and seen as 
part of the process to ensure transparency”6. 
 

                                                 
1 “Aggregation of National Data to Regional and Global Estimates” (Document SA/2003/8) 
2 Report of the 2nd Session of the CCSA 
3  ECOSOC resolution 2006/6, paragraph 5, 
http://www.un.org/docs/ecosoc/documents/2006/resolutions/Resolution%202006-6.pdf  
4  Report of the 9th Session of the CCSA 
5  “Imputations in Databases of International Official Statistics: Proposals for the Interpretation of the Relevant Parts 
of ECOSOC Resolution 2006/6 on Strengthening Statistical Capacity” (Document SA/2007/11) 
6  Report of the 10th Session of the CCSA 



9. This issue was re-visited during the CCSA Conference on Data Quality for International 
Organisations in 2008. Imputation practices in several organisations were presented, and the 
conference report noted that: 
 

“there was consensus that imputations must be made by international organizations in 
order to satisfy an increasing demand for comparable global data and that it is not 
possible to wait for countries to improve their systems so that they can produce the data 
themselves. It was recognized as well that if international organizations didn’t make the 
imputations, someone else would. It was observed that the ECOSOC resolution on 
strengthening national statistical capacity set the framework for imputations by 
stipulating (i) transparency of methods, (ii) use of country data and (iii) country 
consultation. Also in this context, the question about the use of non-official data when 
official data are missing was raised. WTO offered to prepare a note on this topic for the 
regular CCSA session.”7 

 
10. From this point, the emphasis of the work changed slightly from imputation processes 
and methods in general, to the more specific issue of the use of non-official data in imputation 
and estimation processes in international organisations. The World Trade Organization provided 
a paper for discussion at the 14th Session on the CCSA in September 20098. 
 
11. In response, the CCSA “asked a small team of members to summarize the key issues and 
to identify dimensions which are relevant and should be taken into consideration by international 
organizations when using non-official data in imputations/estimations”9. This group was 
specifically asked to collect examples of good practice. A new paper including case studies was 
prepared by the WTO for the 16th Session of the CCSA in September 201010. The discussion of 
that paper led to the forming of the present Task Team. 
 
 
III. Relevant discussions in the Statistical Commission and other forums  
 
12. The ECOSOC resolution was the result of discussions in the Statistical Commission. 
Following discussions at the 36th Session (March 2005) on capacity building, and particularly a 
desire to “bridge the information gap between users and producers of Millennium Development 
Goal indicators and the lack of adequate data sources”11, a group of “Friends of the Chair” was 
asked to produce proposals that would eventually lead to an ECOSOC resolution.  
 
13. As a result, a draft resolution was introduced by South Africa at the 37th Session of the 
Statistical Commission. After discussion and some revisions, the text was approved and 
recommended to ECOSOC for adoption. 
 
14. However, this process has not brought an end to the debate in the Statistical Commission 
about the use of imputation and non-official sources by international organisations. This issue 
                                                 
7  Report of the CCSA Conference on Data Quality for International Organizations 
8  “Use of non-official data in imputations/estimations made by international organizations” (Document SA/2009/8) 
9  Report of the 14th Session of the CCSA 
10  “The use of non-official data in imputations/estimations of international organizations” (Document SA/2010/14) 
11 Statistical Commission: Report on the 36th Session, available at: http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc05/Report-
English.pdf  



will be raised again at the 42nd Session, in a paper submitted by Brazil, Morocco and South 
Africa12. This paper again raises concerns about country level statistical indicators released by 
international organizations and their country representatives. There are specific concerns relating 
to indicators of human development and progress towards the Millennium Development Goals. 
The paper asks the Statistical Commission to advise on consultation mechanisms regarding the 
choice of indicators and sources, and to request enhanced coordination by the United Nations 
Statistical Division of the selection and quality assessment of development indicators. 
 
15. The use of non-official sources was also raised at the November 2010 meeting of the 
Bureau of the Conference of European Statisticians, in the context of an in-depth review of the 
use of secondary sources for official statistics. The Bureau stressed that in cases of missing 
national data, international organizations should first contact the relevant national statistical 
organization. The Bureau also recommended that the issue of using non-official data by 
international organizations should be addressed at the level of the UN Statistical Commission. 
 
 
IV. The future  work of the Task Team 
 
16. The historical review presented in the previous sections emphasizes the need for further 
work to address the concerns of countries about the use of non-official data by international 
organisations. Balancing the often pressing policy needs on international organisations for timely 
data against the requirements to consult with national statistical organisations, and the sometimes 
lengthy delays in the provision of national official data, is a considerable challenge. 
 
17. Looking for guidance in professional standards, it can be noted that the Fundamental 
Principles of Official Statistics13 state that “data for statistical purposes may be drawn from all 
types of sources, be they statistical surveys or administrative records. Statistical agencies are to 
choose the source with regard to quality, timeliness, costs and the burden on respondents”. The 
International Statistical Institute Declaration on Professional Ethics14, whilst not specifically 
mentioning data sources, seems to support this view by saying that “statisticians should pursue 
objectivity without fear or favor, only selecting and using methods designed to produce the most 
accurate results.” 
 
18. These documents seem to provide support for the view in the report of the 2008 CCSA 
Conference on Data Quality (quoted in more detail above) that “imputations must be made by 
international organizations in order to satisfy an increasing demand for comparable global data 
and that it is not possible to wait for countries to improve their systems so that they can produce 
the data themselves ... if international organizations didn’t make the imputations, someone else 
would”. 
 
19. On the other hand, there seem to be clear cases (for example in the report of Brazil, 
Morocco and South Africa to the Statistical Commission) where countries are justified in saying 

                                                 
12  Report of Brazil, Morocco and South Africa on Member States’ concerns with indicators released by the United 
Nations agencies, Statistical Commission document number E/CN.3/2011/16, available at: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc11/2011-16-BrazilMoroccoSouthAfrica-E.pdf  
13  Principle 5, see: http://www.unece.org/stats/archive/docs.fp.e.htm  
14  Available at: http://isi-web.org/images/about/Declaration-UK2010.pdf  



that certain data published by international organisations are inconsistent and sometimes of poor 
quality. Such quality concerns have even been raised by international organisations within the 
CCSA: “some committee members raised questions about the principle of using extrapolation 
techniques based on past trends, as the MDGs explicitly aim at changing trends through policy 
interventions”.15 
 
20. To address this potential conflict of views, it is clear that a set of agreed guidelines on 
using different data sources for production of international statistics is required. To be effective, 
these guidelines must have the broad agreement of both national and international statistical 
organisations, and must take into account professional requirements. 
 
21. At its 16th Session, the CCSA felt it to be “premature to bring this topic formally to the 
UN Statistical Commission”. However, in the meantime, the issue of the use of different sources 
for development indicators has been put on the agenda of the Statistical Commission at the 
initiative of national statistical organisations. The outcomes of the discussions at the Statistical 
Commission, and their impact on the work of the Task Team should be considered by the CCSA. 
 
 
V. Proposals 
 
22. The CCSA may wish to consider the following proposals : 
 
• The CCSA may want to prepare a common position for the Statistical Commission 

discussions on the issues raised by Brazil, Morocco and South Africa16. 
• The CCSA should consider the outcomes of the discussions at the Statistical Commission, 

and their impact on the work of the Task Team, at its 18th Session (September 2011). 
• In the meantime, the CCSA Task Team should continue its work, focusing on elaborating 

practical guidelines on combining different data sources for production of international 
statistics. Annex 2 presents some initial ideas based on the review of previous CCSA 
discussions. 

                                                 
15  Report of the 2nd Session of the CCSA, paragraph 8 
16  Report of Bra zil, Morocco and South Africa on Member States’ concerns with indicators released by the United 
Nations agencies, Statistical Commission document number E/CN.3/2011/16, available at: 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc11/2011-16-BrazilMoroccoSouthAfrica-E.pdf  
 



Annex 1 – Extract from the Report of the 16th Session of the Committee for the 
Coordination of Statistical Activities, September 2010 
 
 
G. Use of non-official data in imputations/estimations made by International 
Organizations  
 
15. The Committee took note of the final report on the “Use of non-official data in 
imputations/estimations made by International Organizations” (Document SA/2010/14) prepared 
by the World Trade Organization and of the UNODC contribution to this report (Document 
SA/2010/14/Add.1). Based on the endorsed TOR the report clearly identifies the institutional, 
practical and technical issues in the use of non-official data, illustrates them with appropriate 
examples from current practice of selected International Organizations, and concludes with a 
series of recommendations, valid for various types of imputations. The review of experiences in 
the use of non-official sources both in the paper and in the subsequent discussion showed that 
they are a potential source for supplementary value-added in the work of International 
Organizations and that a large array of strategies exist depending on the different statistical 
“business models” of each International Organization. Concerning the third item of the TOR, 
namely, whether and when the issue should be brought to the attention of the UN Statistical 
Commission, the WTO and other members of the Team preparing the paper concluded that, 
whilst continuous dialogue with member states on this topic is important, it would be premature 
to bring this topic formally to the UN Statistical Commission. 
 
16. The Committee welcomed the report as it addresses issues important for all CCSA members. 
After an extensive discussion the Committee concluded that a new Task Team should be 
established, which, based on the comprehensive documentation, outcomes from discussions of 
this and earlier meetings and the UNECE in depth review on the use of secondary sources, will 
formulate for the next CCSA sessions best practices in combining different data sources for 
production of international statistics, taking into account the issues of transparency of methods 
used, stability of data sources and quality assurance. The Team will be led by UNECE with 
members Eurostat, UNODC, ESCAP, WTO, IMF, ITU, WB, UNIDO and UN-Habitat. First 
update on the progress in the Team’s work is expected during the next CCSA session in February 
2011. 



Annex 2 – Possible structure and contents of guidelines on using different data sources for 
production of international statistics, for discussion by the CCSA 
 
 
The following topics are proposed to form the basis of future guidelines on using different data 
sources for the production of international statistics: 
 
1. An introduction to briefly review the issues and the history of discussions on this issue. 
 
2. Relevant principles from the “Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics” should be 
quoted: 

• Principle 2. To retain trust in official statistics, the statistical agencies need to decide 
according to strictly professional considerations, including scientific principles and 
professional ethics, on the methods and procedures for the collection, processing, storage 
and presentation of statistical data. 

• Principle 3. To facilitate a correct interpretation of the data, the statistical agencies are to 
present information according to scientific standards on the sources, methods and 
procedures of the statistics. 

• Principle 5. Data for statistical purposes may be drawn from all types of sources, be they 
statistical surveys or administrative records. Statistical agencies are to choose the source 
with regard to quality, timeliness, costs and the burden on respondents. 

 
3. Relevant principles from the “Principles Governing International Statistical Activities” 
should be quoted: 

• Principle 1. High quality international statistics, accessible for all, are a fundamental 
element of global information systems. Good practices include: 

o Compiling and disseminating international statistics based on impartiality  

• Principle 2. To maintain the trust in international statistics, their production is to be 
impartial and strictly based on the highest professional standards. Good practices include: 

o Using strictly professional cons iderations for decisions on methodology, 
terminology and data presentation  

• Principle 4. Concepts, definitions, classifications, sources, methods and procedures 
employed in the production of international statistics are chosen to meet professional 
scientific standards and are made transparent for the users. Good practices include: 

o Documenting how data are collected, processed and disseminated, including 
information about editing mechanisms applied to country data  

o Giving credit, in the dissemination of international statistics, to the original source 
and using agreed quotation standards when re-using statistics originally collected 
by others  

• Principle 5. Sources and methods for data collection are appropriately chosen to ensure 
timeliness and other aspects of quality, to be cost-efficient and to minimise the reporting 
burden for data providers. Good practices include:  



o Facilitating the provision of data by countries  

o Working systematically on the improvement of the timeliness of international 
statistics  

o Ensuring that national statistical offices and other national organisations for 
official statistics are duly involved and advocating that the Fundamental 
Principles of Official Statistics are applied when data are collected in countries 

 
4. These existing and widely agreed principles should be complemented by more specific 
principles and guidelines on the use of non-official sources. Examples of these principles could 
include: 
 

• If official national data are available these should be the preferred source for international 
statistical outputs; 

• Data sources should be clearly documented in statistical outputs and quality assessments; 

• Stability and expected availability over time should be factors in determining which 
sources to use; 

• Non-official sources may be used by international organisations to give background or 
context to data from official sources; 

• International organisations may apply transformations to national data in the interests of 
international comparability (for example, applying different classifications, base years or 
units of measurement), without consultation. Any such transformations should be fully 
documented; 

• International organisations may create standardized indicators (for example per capita 
ratios) to improve comparability. In such cases, consultation with national statistical 
organisations on the methodology is encouraged. The calculations applied to national 
data should be fully documented; 

• For published time series, international organisations may impute missing values within 
an official national time series, using any relevant source, without consulting the source 
organisation, but they must consult the source organisation before extending a time series 
by adding values at either end; 

• If data of sufficient quality are not available, international organisations may impute 
national data for purely internal purposes, or to allow the creation of multi-country 
aggregates, without consultation. The imputed national data should not be published and 
it should not be possible to derive them from published data. When multi-country 
aggregates are based partially on imputed data, this should be clearly stated; 

• Any data that are imputed, or are derived from imputed data, will be clearly flagged as 
such to users, and full documentation of imputation methods will be provided. 

 
5. These principles and guidelines should be illustrated by examples of good practices. 

 
 

****** 


