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Chapter 3 
United Nations National Quality Assurance 
Framework: principles and requirements

Introduction
3.1. The UN-NQAF addresses quality assurance with regard to the develop-

ment, production and dissemination of official statistics. The UN-NQAF quality prin-
ciples and associated requirements consist of four levels, ranging from overarching 
institutional and cross-institutional management and statistical production processes 
to the outputs (see also chapter 4, figure 4.1):

 Level A: Managing the statistical system;
 Level B: Managing the institutional environment;
 Level C: Managing statistical processes;
 Level D: Managing statistical outputs.
3.2. Each level contains a concise set of principles and requirements to guaran-

tee quality in that aspect of quality assurance. These requirements are vital indicators 
that, when met, will ensure that provisions have been made to assure quality.

3.3. A list of elements to be assured, which supports and assists the implemen-
tation of the principles and requirements and provides more detail, is available in the 
annex. The elements to be assured can be seen as good practices, meaning that not 
all elements are equally needed or relevant for all countries. However, the elements 
should be followed or assured as long as they are applicable. In this view, the annex is 
an integral part of chapter 3.

3.4. While striving for compliance with the quality assurance framework, it 
should be kept in mind that there are trade-offs among the principles.25 There are, 
for example, trade-offs among accuracy, timeliness and cost-efficiency. The editing 
of data used for statistics production improves accuracy, but increases costs and may 
have a negative effect on timeliness. Another example is the trade-off between timeli-
ness and punctuality, as ambitious goals for timeliness may lead to the rescheduling 
of release times, and result in a lower level of punctuality. Therefore, targets cannot be 
set for individual principles in isolation. Consideration of such trade-offs is an impor-
tant part of statistical professionalism emphasized in the Fundamental Principles of 
Official Statistics. 

3.5. The UN-NQAF and its principles and requirements are not mandatory, 
and countries may choose and follow their own national quality assurance frame-
works. However, UN-NQAF quality principles and requirements are  strongly con-
nected to the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics agreed by United Nations 
Member States and the recommendations on quality assurance detailed in chapter 
2. Therefore, implementing the principles of the UN-NQAF or a similar NQAF is 
required if a country wishes to follow the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics 

25 Data quality is multidimen-
sional and there is no ranking 
among the individual qual-
ity principles. The principles 
should be applied in a bal-
anced way depending on the 
specific situation. Some of the 
principles are codified in statis-
tical laws (also called statutory 
requirements) which can give 
them a mandatory character.
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and the recommendations set out in chapter 2 of this Manual. Table 3.1 shows how the 
UN-NQAF quality principles are linked to and supported by the Fundamental Prin-
ciples of Official Statistics. Among particular quality principles supported by the Fun-
damental Principles of Official Statistics, there is a distinction between a Fundamental 
Principle that provides strong support (usually one Fundamental Principle per quality 
principle), and a Fundamental Principle that provides additional support.

Table 3.1  
United Nations National Quality Assurance Framework quality principles  
and supporting Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics

Quality principles                         
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Level A: Managing the statistical system

1:  Coordinating the national statistical system 
2:  Managing relationships with data users, 
data providers and other stakeholders    

3:  Managing statistical standards 
Level B: Managing the institutional environment

4:  Assuring professional independence   
5:  Assuring impartiality and objectivity      
6:  Assuring transparency  
7:  Assuring statistical confidentiality and data 
security 

8:  Assuring commitment to quality 

9:  Assuring adequacy of resources 
Level C: Managing statistical processes

10: Assuring methodological soundness    
11:  Assuring cost-effectiveness  
12:  Assuring appropriate statistical 
procedures  

13:  Managing the respondent burden 
Level D: Managing statistical outputs

14:  Assuring relevance   
15:  Assuring accuracy and reliability  
16:  Assuring timeliness and punctuality  
17:  Assuring accessibility and clarity  
18:  Assuring coherence and comparability   
19:  Managing metadata  

Legend:

 Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics (usually one) providing 
very strong support


Additional supporting Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics 
(subject to different views)
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3.6. Some overlap among the quality principles of the UN-NQAF in terms 
of their underlying requirements is unavoidable and appropriate because they refer 
to different levels and must be interpreted in different contexts. Cross-cutting and 
important issues such as relations with stakeholders, transparency, quality commit-
ment, cost-effectiveness and metadata management are examples of issues addressed 
by various principles. Table 3.2 shows the most important interlinkages among the 19 
UN-NQAF principles.

Table 3.2  
Main interlinkages among the United Nations National Quality Assurance Framework quality principles

Level Quality principles
Quality principles

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19
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3.A. Level A: Managing the statistical system
The national statistical system comprises the statistical agencies or units within 

a country that develop, produce and disseminate official statistics on behalf of the 
national Government, normally with the national statistical office as the leading 
agency. Coordination of this system and managing relations with all stakeholders is 
a precondition for the quality and efficient production of official statistics. Ensuring 
the use of common statistical standards throughout the system is an important part 
of this management.

Principle 1: Coordinating the national statistical system

Coordination of the work of the members of the NSS is essential for improving and 
maintaining the quality of official statistics. Principle 1 is supported by principle 8 of 
the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 1.1: A statistical law establishes the responsibilities of the mem-
bers of the national statistical system, including its coordination. Its members 
are identified in a legal or formal provision. 
Requirement 1.2: There are a body and mechanisms for the coordination of 
the national statistical system for activities at the local, national, regional and 
international level.
Requirement 1.3: There is a mechanism for considering statistics produced 
outside the national statistical system and, if appropriate, for those statistics to 
become official.
Requirement 1.4: There is a national plan or programme for the development 
and production of official statistics. 

Principle 2:  Managing relationships with data users, data providers  
and other stakeholders

The statistical agencies should build and sustain good relationships with all their key 
stakeholders, including users, data providers, funding agencies, senior government 
officials, relevant community organizations, academia and the media. The statistical 
agencies should have access to all data necessary to satisfy the information needs of 
society in an effective and efficient way. Principle 2 is supported mainly by principles 
1 and 5 of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 2.1:  Stakeholders are identified and consulted regarding their 
interests, needs and obligations.
Requirement 2.2:  The statistical agencies have a strategy, and institutional 
arrangements are in place to engage with their users.
Requirement 2.3: The statistical agencies continuously maintain and develop 
cooperation with funding agencies, academic institutions and international sta-
tistical organizations, as appropriate.
Requirement 2.4: The national statistical office and, if appropriate, other statisti-
cal agencies have the legal authority or some other formal provision to collect 
data for the development, production and dissemination of official statistics.
Requirement 2.5: The national statistical office and, if appropriate, other sta-
tistical agencies have the legal authority or some other formal provision to obtain 
administrative data and adequate access to those data from other government 
agencies for statistical purposes.
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Requirement 2.6: The national statistical office and, if appropriate, other statis-
tical agencies have the legal authority or some other formal provision and related 
agreements to access and use data (including big data) maintained by private 
corporations or other non-governmental organizations for statistical purposes 
on a regular basis, including for testing and experimentation.
Requirement 2.7: The national statistical office cooperates with and provides 
support and guidance to data providers.

Principle 3: Managing statistical standards

Standards refer to a comprehensive set of statistical concepts, definitions, classifica-
tions and models, methods and procedures used to achieve the uniform treatment 
of statistical issues within or across processes and across time and space. The use of 
standards promotes the consistency and efficiency of statistical systems at all lev-
els. Principle 3 is supported by principle 9 of the Fundamental Principles of Official  
Statistics. 

Requirement 3.1: The statistical agencies cooperate in the development and 
implementation of international, regional and national statistical standards.
Requirement 3.2: The national statistical office provides support and guidance 
to all data providers and producers of official statistics in the implementation of 
statistical standards.
Requirement 3.3: Divergences from the international, regional or national sta-
tistical standards are kept to a minimum, and are documented and explained to 
all stakeholders.

3.B.  Level B: Managing the institutional environment
The quality of the institutional environment is one of the prerequisites to ensuring the 
quality of statistics. Principles to be assured are professional independence, impartial-
ity and objectivity, transparency, statistical confidentiality, quality commitment and 
the adequacy of resources.

Principle 4: Assuring professional independence

Statistical agencies should develop, produce and disseminate statistics without any 
political or other interference or pressure from other government agencies or policy, 
regulatory or administrative departments and bodies, the private sector or any other 
persons or entities. Such professional independence and freedom from inappropriate 
influence ensures the credibility of official statistics.  This should apply to the national 
statistical office as well as to other producers of official statistics. Principle 4 is sup-
ported mainly by principle 2 of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 4.1: A law or other formal provision explicitly declares that sta-
tistical agencies are obligated to develop, produce and disseminate statistics 
without interference from other government agencies or policy, regulatory or 
administrative departments and bodies, including from within the statistical 
agencies, private sector or any other persons or entities.
Requirement 4.2: The appointment of the heads of the national statisti-
cal office, and other statistical agencies where appropriate, is based on profes-
sional criteria and follows transparent procedures. Reasons for dismissal cannot 
include reasons affecting professional independence. The heads of the statistical 
agencies are of the highest professional calibre. 
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Requirement 4.3: The heads of the national statistical office and, if appropri-
ate, other statistical agencies have sole responsibility over the decisions on sta-
tistical methods, standards and procedures, and on the content and timing of 
statistical releases.

Principle 5: Assuring impartiality and objectivity

Statistical agencies should develop, produce and disseminate statistics respecting sci-
entific independence and in a way that is professional, impartial and unbiased, and in 
which all users are treated equitably. Principle 5 is supported mainly by principle 1 of 
the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 5.1: There is a law or formal provision in force, which is pub-
licly available, that specifies that statistical agencies should develop, produce and 
disseminate statistics following professional standards and treat all users in the 
same way.
Requirement 5.2: The statistical agencies implement a declaration or code of 
conduct or ethics that governs statistical practices, and compliance with it is fol-
lowed up.
Requirement 5.3: Data sources and methodologies are chosen on an objective 
basis.
Requirement 5.4: Statistical releases are clearly distinguished from political/
policy statements.
Requirement 5.5: Statistical release dates and times are announced in advance.
Requirement 5.6: In cases in which errors are detected, they are corrected as 
soon as possible, and users are informed as to how they affected the released 
statistics.
Requirement 5.7: The statistical agencies comment publicly on statistical 
issues, misinterpretation and misuse of official statistics, as appropriate.

Principle 6: Assuring transparency

Statistical agencies’ policies and management practices, and the terms and conditions 
under which their statistics are developed, produced and disseminated and, if appli-
cable, subsequently revised (including the legal basis and purposes for which the data 
are required), are documented and available to users, respondents, owners of source 
data and the public. Principle 6 is supported mainly by principle 3 of the Fundamental 
Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 6.1: The terms and conditions for producing and disseminating 
official statistics are available to the public. 
Requirement 6.2: The terms and conditions for the governance and manage-
ment of statistical agencies are available to the public.

Principle 7: Assuring statistical confidentiality and data security

Statistical agencies should guarantee that the privacy of data providers (persons, house-
holds, enterprises and other data providers) will be protected, and that the information 
they provide will be kept confidential, will not be able to be accessed by unauthorized 
internal or external users and will be used for statistical purposes only. Principle 7 is 
supported by principle 6 of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 7.1: Statistical confidentiality is guaranteed by law.
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Requirement 7.2: Appropriate standards, guidelines, practices and procedures 
are in place to ensure statistical confidentiality. 

Requirement 7.3: Strict protocols to safeguard data confidentiality apply to 
users with access to microdata for research or statistical purposes.

Requirement 7.4: Penalties are prescribed for any wilful breaches of statistical 
confidentiality.

Requirement 7.5: The security and integrity of data and their transmission is 
guaranteed by appropriate policies and practices.

Requirement 7.6: The risk that individual respondents may be identified is 
assessed and managed.

Principle 8: Assuring commitment to quality

Statistical agencies should be dedicated to assuring quality in their work, and system-
atically and regularly identify strengths and weaknesses to continuously improve pro-
cess and product quality. Principle 8 is supported by principle 2 of the Fundamental 
Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 8.1: There is a quality policy or a statement of the statistical agen-
cy’s commitment to quality, which is publicly available.

Requirement 8.2: The statistical agencies promote a culture of continuous 
improvement.

Requirement 8.3: There is a specific body responsible for quality management 
or the coordination of quality management within the statistical agency, and it 
receives necessary support to fulfil this role.

Requirement 8.4: The national statistical system staff receive training on qual-
ity management.

Requirement 8.5: Guidelines for implementing quality management are 
defined and made available to the public.

Requirement 8.6: Indicators on statistical output quality are regularly meas-
ured, monitored, published and followed up to improve statistical products and 
processes.

Requirement 8.7: Statistical products and processes undergo periodic reviews.

Requirement 8.8: Risk analyses addressing the quality of important statistical 
products and processes are performed.

Principle 9:  Assuring adequacy of resources

The financial, human, and technological resources available to statistical agencies 
should be adequate both in magnitude and quality, and sufficient to meet their needs 
regarding the development, production and dissemination of statistics.

Requirement 9.1: Financial, human and technological resources are sufficient 
to implement the statistical work and development programme. 

Requirement 9.2: Planning and management principles are aimed at the opti-
mal use of available resources.

Requirement 9.3: The statistical agencies’ use of resources is reviewed.
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3.C. Level C: Managing statistical processes

International standards, guidelines and good practices are fully observed in the sta-
tistical processes used by the statistical agencies to develop, produce and disseminate 
official statistics, while constantly striving for innovation. The credibility of the sta-
tistics is enhanced by a reputation for good management and efficiency. The relevant 
principles to be assured are methodological soundness, cost-effectiveness, appropriate 
statistical procedures and managing the respondent burden.

Principle 10: Assuring methodological soundness

In developing and producing statistics, the statistical agencies should use sound sta-
tistical methodologies based on internationally agreed standards, guidelines or best 
practices. Principle 10 is supported mainly by principle 2 of the Fundamental Princi-
ples of Official Statistics.

Requirement 10.1: The methodologies applied by statistical agencies are con-
sistent with international standards, guidelines and good practices, and are reg-
ularly reviewed and revised as needed.

Requirement 10.2: The statistical agencies recruit qualified staff and conduct 
regular programmes to enhance their methodological skills. 

Requirement 10.3: The statistical agencies choose data sources taking into 
account accuracy and reliability, timeliness, cost, the burden on respondents and 
other necessary considerations.

Requirement 10.4: The registers and the frames for surveys are frequently eval-
uated and adjusted.

Requirement 10.5: The statistical agencies cooperate with the scientific com-
munity to improve methods and promote innovation in the development, pro-
duction and dissemination of statistics. 

Principle 11: Assuring cost-effectiveness

Statistical agencies should assure that resources are effectively and efficiently used. 
They should be able to explain to what extent set objectives were attained, that the 
results were achieved at a reasonable cost and are consistent with the principal pur-
poses of the statistics. Principle 11 is supported mainly by principle 5 of the Funda-
mental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 11.1: The costs of producing all individual statistics are measured 
and analysed, and mechanisms are in place to assure the cost-effectiveness of 
statistical activities or processes.

Requirement 11.2: Procedures exist to assess and justify demands for new sta-
tistics against their cost.

Requirement 11.3: Procedures exist to assess the continuing need for all statis-
tics, to determine whether any can be discontinued to free up resources.

Requirement 11.4: Modern information and communication technologies are 
applied to improve the performance of statistical processes.

Requirement 11.5: Proactive efforts are made to improve the statistical poten-
tial of administrative data and other data sources. 

Requirement 11.6: The statistical agencies define, promote and implement inte-
grated and standardized production systems.
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Principle 12: Assuring appropriate statistical procedures

Effective and efficient statistical procedures underpin quality and should be imple-
mented throughout the statistical production chain. Principle 12 is supported mainly 
by principle 2 of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 12.1: Statistical processes are tested before implementation.
Requirement 12.2: Statistical processes are well established and regularly moni-
tored and revised as required.
Requirement 12.3: Procedures are in place to effectively use administrative and 
other data sources for statistical purposes.
Requirement 12.4: Revisions of statistics follow standard and transparent 
procedures.
Requirement 12.5: Metadata and documentation of methods and differ-
ent statistical processes are managed throughout the processes and shared as 
appropriate.

Principle 13: Managing the respondent burden

Individuals, households or businesses that provide the data upon which statistical 
products are based are fundamental contributors to the quality of data and informa-
tion. The requirement to collect data should be balanced against production costs and 
the burden placed on respondents. Mechanisms to maintain good relationships with 
providers of data and to proactively manage the respondent burden are essential to 
improving quality. Principle 13 is supported by principle 5 of the Fundamental Prin-
ciples of Official Statistics.

Requirement 13.1: The range and detail of requested information is limited to 
what is necessary.
Requirement 13.2: Mechanisms are in place to promote the value and use of 
statistics to respondents.
Requirement 13.3: Sound methods, including information technology (IT) 
solutions, are used in surveys to reduce or distribute respondent burden.
Requirement 13.4: Data sharing, data linkage and the use of administrative and 
other data sources are promoted to minimize respondent burden. 

3.D. Level D: Managing statistical outputs
Statistics serve the needs of national Governments, research institutions, businesses, 
the general public and the international community. Output quality is measured by 
the extent to which the statistics are relevant, accurate and reliable, timely and punc-
tual, readily accessible by and clear to users, and coherent and comparable across geo-
graphical regions and over time.

Principle 14: Assuring relevance

Statistical information should meet the current and/or emerging needs or require-
ments of its users. Without relevance, there is no quality. However, relevance is subjec-
tive and depends upon the varying needs of users. The statistical agency’s challenge is 
to weigh and balance the conflicting needs of current and potential users to produce 
statistics that satisfy the most important and highest priority needs within the given 
resource constraints. Principle 14 is supported mainly by principle 1 of the Fundamen-
tal Principles of Official Statistics.  
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Requirement 14.1: Procedures are in place to identify users and their needs and 
to consult them about the content of the statistical work programme.
Requirement 14.2: Users’ needs and requirements are balanced, prioritized and 
reflected in the work programme.
Requirement 14.3: Statistics based on new and existing data sources are being 
developed in response to society’s emerging information needs.
Requirement 14.4: User satisfaction is regularly measured and systematically 
followed up. 

Principle 15: Assuring accuracy and reliability

Statistical agencies should develop, produce and disseminate statistics that accurately 
and reliably portray reality. The accuracy of statistical information reflects the degree 
to which the information correctly describes the phenomena it was designed to meas-
ure, namely, the degree of closeness of estimates to true values. Principle 15 is sup-
ported mainly by principle 1 of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 15.1: Source data, integrated data, intermediate results and statis-
tical outputs are regularly assessed and validated.
Requirement 15.2: Sampling errors are measured, evaluated and documented. 
Non-sampling errors are described and, when possible, estimated.
Requirement 15.3: Studies and analyses of revisions are carried out and used to 
improve data sources, statistical processes and outputs.

Principle 16: Assuring timeliness and punctuality

Statistical agencies should minimize the delays in making statistics available. Timeli-
ness refers to how quickly—after the reference date or the end of the reference period—
the data and statistics are made available to users.  Punctuality refers to whether data 
and statistics are delivered on the promised, advertised or announced dates. Principle 
16 is supported mainly by principle 1 of the Fundamental Principles of Official Sta-
tistics.

Requirement 16.1: The timeliness of the statistical agency’s statistics comply 
with international standards or other relevant timeliness targets.
Requirement 16.2: The relationship with data providers is managed with regard 
to timeliness and punctuality needs.
Requirement 16.3: Preliminary results can be released when their accuracy and 
reliability is acceptable.
Requirement 16.4: Punctuality is measured and monitored according to 
planned release dates, such as those set in a release calendar.

Principle 17:  Assuring accessibility and clarity

Statistical agencies should ensure that the statistics they develop, produce and dis-
seminate can be found and obtained without difficulty, are presented clearly and in 
such a way that they can be understood, and are available and accessible to all users 
on an impartial and equal basis in various convenient formats in line with open data 
standards. Provision should be made for allowing access to microdata for research 
purposes, in accordance with an established policy that ensures statistical confidenti-
ality. Principle 17 is supported mainly by principle 1 of the Fundamental Principles of 
Official Statistics.
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Requirement 17.1: Statistics are presented in a form that facilitates proper inter-
pretation and meaningful comparisons.
Requirement 17.2: A data dissemination strategy and policy exists and is made 
public. 
Requirement 17.3: Modern information and communication technology is 
used for facilitating easy access to statistics.
Requirement 17.4: Access to microdata is allowed for research purposes, sub-
ject to specific rules and protocols on statistical confidentiality that are posted on 
the statistical agency’s website.
Requirement 17.5: Mechanisms are in place to promote statistical literacy.
Requirement 17.6: The statistical agencies have a dedicated focal point that pro-
vides support and responds to inquiries from users in a timely manner.
Requirement 17.7: Users are kept informed about the quality of statistical 
outputs.

Principle 18: Assuring coherence and comparability

Statistical agencies should develop, produce and disseminate statistics that are con-
sistent, meaning it should be possible to combine and make joint use of related data, 
including data from different sources. Furthermore, statistics should be comparable 
over time and between areas. Principle 18 is supported mainly by principle 1 of the 
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics.

Requirement 18.1: International, regional and national standards are used with 
regard to definitions, units, variables and classifications.
Requirement 18.2: Procedures or guidelines are in place to ensure and monitor 
internal, intrasectoral and cross-sectoral coherence and consistency.
Requirement 18.3: Statistics are kept comparable over a reasonable period of 
time and between geographical areas.

Principle 19: Managing metadata

Statistical agencies should provide information covering the underlying concepts and 
definitions of the data collected and statistics produced, the variables and classifica-
tions used, the methodology of data collection and processing, and indications of the 
quality of the statistical information—in general, sufficient information to enable the 
user to understand all of the attributes of the statistics, including their limitations.  
Principle 19 is supported mainly by principle 3 of the Fundamental Principles of Offi-
cial Statistics.

Requirement 19.1: The metadata management system of the statistical agency is 
well defined and documented.
Requirement 19.2: Metadata are documented, archived and disseminated 
according to internationally accepted standards.
Requirement 19.3: Staff training and development programmes are in place on 
metadata management and related information and documentation systems.

 




