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Abstract: Although the apex body of the Global Statistical System (GSS) is made up of member states of 

the United Nations, the International Statistical Organisations, who meet at the Committee for the 

Coordination of Statistical Activities (CCSA), have a vital role to play in the quality assurance in the GSS. 

In this paper the authors analyse the factors linked to the quality issues at global level and the role of 

CCSA in view of new challenges such as the use of data from non-official sources from new sources in the 

context of Big Data and the improvement of transparency. A path towards optimising existing resources 

and assure quality could involve better policies on data sharing, implementation of methodological 

standards and governance.  

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Democratic societies do not function properly without a solid basis of reliable and 

objective statistics. On one hand, decision-makers in countries, in local government and 

in business need statistics to make those decisions. On the other hand, the public and 

media need statistics for an accurate picture of contemporary society and to evaluate the 

performance of politicians and other stakeholders. In an increasingly global world, the 

general community is showing increasing interest in international statistics; describing 

international developments as well as data that allow a comparison of nations, regions 

and other groupings. The internet developments have made access to these statistics far 

easier. Strong national statistical systems have always been needed to provide high 

quality, relevant global measurements...  This need for global measurements is one of 

the reasons the global statistical system has a responsibility to develop national 

statistical systems especially those from developing countries. But also a pre-requisite 

for consistent global measurement is a strong global statistical system. New 

developments of large relevant data sets becoming available via other sources, like big 

data cause a change in the role of national statistical systems and the focus on national 

collected data  that are internationally comparable.  

 

What is then the role of official statistics today? '….To provide an indispensable 

element in the information system of a democratic society, serving the government, the 
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economy and the public with data about the economic, demographic, social and 

environmental situation…1.' But maybe with these new data sources the responsibilities 

of international organisations might change from coordinating national systems to 

quality assurance on the international level. The authors will address in the paper the 

quality assurance mechanisms in Europe at the global statistical system level as well the 

adaptation to the on-going data revolution. 

 

 

 

2. Quality assurance in Europe  

 

2.1 European Statistics 

 

It is essential that users consider statistics to be ‘fit for purpose’: i.e. relevant, timely and 

accurate, produced in compliance with principles such as professional independence, 

impartiality and objectivity. 

 

The ESS quality assurance framework is a standardised, formal Governance System that 

documents structures, responsibilities and procedures put in place to ensure continuous 

improvement of data and processes for satisfying users that statistics are fit for purpose. 

This must apply to the ESS as a whole, including Eurostat. In recent years, governance 

of the ESS has been improved, in particular with: 

 

• The adoption of a European Statistics Code of Practice (CoP) in 2005, and updated in 

2011,2 

• The European Statistics Governance Advisory Body (ESGAB), in 2009,3 

• The Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 on European statistics (for short referred to as the 

Statistical Law),4 

• The Commission Decision on Eurostat (2012)5,  

• The on going revision of the Statistical Law. 

 

The ESGAB provides an independent supervision of Eurostat and the ESS as regards 

the CoP and is the external assessment body to the ESS. Implementation and monitoring 

of the CoP has relied to a large extent on a self-regulatory approach (self-assessments, 

peer-reviews and national implementation plans). 

  
 
1 Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics; principle 1 on Relevance, impartiality and equal access 
2 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_OFFPUB/KS-32-11-955/EN/KS-32-11-955-EN.PDF 
3 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/esgab/introduction 
4 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2009:087:0164:0173:en:PDF 
5 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2012:251:0049:0052:EN:PDF 



 

 - 3 - 

 

The European Statistics Code of Practice builds upon a common European Statistical 

System (ESS) definition of quality in statistics and targets all relevant areas from the 

institutional environment, the statistical production processes to the output: European 

statistics.   

 

The quality assurance framework6, based on the Code of Practice standards for 

statistical processes and outputs identifies different practical methods and tools which 

national statistical offices can use to implement the Code of Practice, and which are 

appropriate to their organisational environment. Examples are: the use of service level 

agreements with the owners of administrative data, procedures for consultation with 

users, a public policy on how data are released, and so on.  

 

The quality assurance framework is an important reference document when compliance 

with the Code of Practice is being assessed –either through self-assessments in 

statistical offices or through external assessment such as peer reviews. A second round 

of peer reviews for the ESS (Eurostat and Member States National Statistical Offices) 

has been launched at the beginning of the year and will continue through 2015. 

 

Another building block of quality in European statistics is the Commission Decision 

adopted in September 2012. Through the Decision, the Commission pledges to uphold 

the independence of Eurostat and its Director-General in their tasks, and ensure high-

quality standards are respected for European statistics. The credibility of statistics relies 

on their impartiality, objectivity and freedom from political interference or influence. 

The independence of statistical offices is therefore of paramount importance.  

 

The Communication is revising the statistical law (223/2009) and proposes to tighten up 

of the key regulation on European statistics to ensure that statistics are developed, 

produced and disseminated in an independent manner, free from any pressures from 

political or interest groups, regardless of the existing institutional settings. The proposed 

regulation on European statistics (still under discussion) also indicated provisions for 

"Commitments on Confidence in Statistics". These would provide a way of formally 

committing national governments to adhere to the Code. They should be signed by the 

government at the highest level and would identify specific actions within the 

governments' responsibility, which are aimed at improving compliance with the Code 

according to agreed deadlines for implementation. 

 

Eurostat is in charge of coordinating statistical activities within the Commission, to 

ensure coherence and comparability of European statistics. This coordination, along 

  
 
6 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/QAF_2012/EN/QAF_2012-EN.PDF 
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with closer cooperation between Eurostat and other Commission services on statistical 

matters, will ensure a better reaction to future challenges. Eurostat is responsible for 

monitoring and assessing the quality of data that it collects and receives from the 

national statistical systems, and for verifying data in the context of the EU's enhanced 

economic governance. It also monitors the implementation of the European Statistics 

Code of Practice at national level. To secure public trust, a process of labelling 

European statistics, so as to distinguish them from other statistics, is promoted.  

 

How do we label the statistics we publish? Not all statistics can have the same intense 

level of validation and scrutiny that need to be applied to government finance statistics, 

for example. For the majority of European statistics, it is sufficient to ensure a 

harmonised approach to the production of European statistics with suitable validation 

and agreed methodologies, in line with minimum requirements that can be derived from 

the Code of Practice. 

 

 

2.2 European versus other statistics 

 

In the framework of the Commission Decision7  Eurostat has developed, within the 

European Commission, memoranda of understanding with five DGs (AGRI, JRC, RTD, 

TRADE and TAXUD), aiming at formalising Eurostat’s commitment to deliver better 

targeted support and to coordinate "other statistics" produced by the Commission. 

 

The Commission Decision of 17 September 2012 on Eurostat establishes the distinction 

between "European" statistics produced by Eurostat and "other" statistics produced by other 

Commission Services. Concerning these "other statistics" the main role of Eurostat is to 

coordinate their production though a planning exercise and to provide guidance, appropriate 

training and expert services to other Commission services.  For example, Eurostat provides 

methodological support to Commission DGs along the different stages of statistical production 

process (e.g. on sample design, sample size and accuracy). 

 

There is also another group of statistics, statistics which may be under development and 

which are reliant on data sources whose characteristics are in some way distinguishable 

from the harmonised, well-established data collections.  

 

Is there a quality labelling function for statistical offices with this type of statistics? 

Within the European Commission, there are several DGs that are currently examining 

the potential of Big Data for their respective policy area. DG CONNECT for example is 

  
 
7 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2012:251:0049:0052:EN:PDF 
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in the process of developing a Big Data platform in Horizon 2020; this initiative alone 

will require co-ordination and collaboration of more than 15 policy areas. 

 

If the use of Big Data sources for the production of official statistics and indicators for 

public policy gains ground, it is inevitable that some kind of a "certification" function 

needs to be installed. . It is not clear whether such a function should be assumed only by 

NSIs, by international organisations or by a multidisciplinary body but irrespectively of 

that, NSIs should be key members of such authorities. Official statistics will continue to 

be important for benchmarking — to provide a value against which alternative estimates 

can be periodically compared — and to support the development of appropriate big data 

models. 

 

Eurostat is reflecting on how to assure the quality from these other data sources in the 

future as these data sets will be proportionally more and more important in the 

production of statistics and in the context of rapid IT developments. 

 

3. Quality assurance in the Global Statistical System – the role of CCSA 

 

To ensure a statistical system which operates more smoothly and to accommodate the 

system to tackle even newer events, it is expected that some elements have to change 

over the medium and long term. Pieter Everaers pointed out in his article "future 

developments in the global statistical system"8 five elements, one of which being: 

Improved transparency and a strengthened assessment of quality. 

 

The authority and credibility of statistics has become a main issue with increased 

emphasis on evidence based policy making. Transparency on methods used, quality, and 

meta information are needed to guarantee this credibility and authority. A self regulatory 

system of norms and values based on a commonly agreed set of principles and 

operationalised via a quality framework is essential for maintaining credibility. 

Examples are the Principles Governing International Statistical Activities9 and the Code 

of Practice of the European Statistical System10. 

 

The principles governing international statistical activities are an important 

advancement on how international statistical agencies should operate. For legal reasons, 

some international agencies could not formally endorse the Principles but they should 

have a major influence on the way they operate even if not formally adopted. 

  
 
8 Statistical Journal of the IAOS, Journal of the International Association for Official Statistics, Volume 25, Numbers 

1,2, 2008, page 73 
9 https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/statorg/Principles_stat_activities/principles_stat_activities.htm 
10 http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/quality/code_of_practice 
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The first principle is that high quality international statistics, accessible for all, are a key 

element of global information systems. Other principles emphasise the importance of 

impartiality, professional standards and the transparency of concepts, definitions, 

classifications sources and methods. There are a number of other important principles 

and if they were followed by all international agencies we would have a strong global 

statistical system. 

 

At a global level the United Nations has recently developed a quality assurance 

framework, which takes into account the experiences of quality frameworks in the 

European Union. There is also the work of the High Level Group concerned with 

business architecture in statistics, which is looking at how statistical production systems 

can be reengineered to be more efficient, using methods and tools that can be shared 

within a modular production environment. 

 

What is the role of the CCSA in implementing a global quality assurance framework? 

 

The CCSA can play an increased role within its sphere of influence to increase 

coordination and support towards a stronger leadership in the GSS and more specifically 

in facilitating the adherence to the quality principles and follow of guidelines on quality 

assurance of which the recent guidelines on use on non-official data sources is an 

example.  

 

As mentioned previously on European statistics, in the future other data sources will 

play and increased role in the production of statistics at global level which poses 

specific challenges to ensure adherence to a common quality standards. On the global 

level there will be room to mirror the European experience with the development of a 

quality framework and other tools to this wider context, also in the context of the new 

data sources that not stem for the National Statistical Systems.  

 

The CCSA has to reflect on commonly used big data sets. What is the role that CCSA 

wants to play? What are the quality requirements for Big data outside national statistical 

offices? 

 

International organisations in the CCSA such as UNDOC, FAO, UNIDO, and WTO 

have experience in the use of non official data sources.  

 

The issue is that with the use of other data sources statistical offices and international 

organisations will no longer master data collection but still need to assess the fulfilment 

of quality requirements.  There is thus room for CCSA as a body with quality checking 

and audit aspects, promoting the quality standards and translating quality standards to 
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enable them to be applicable in other environments.  Will CCSA play a role as a forum 

where members will inform the other on the quality of big data sets that are used by 

each organisation? Is there a role for CCSA as an international quality assessment 

coordination committee: from CCSA to IQACC? 

 


