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ABSTRACT

. In 1994 the Statistical Commission of the United Nations unanimously adopted a set of Fundamental
Principles of Official Statistics designed to foster the establishment and maintenance of credible national
statistical systems, free of improper political influence. The present study examines a number of the issues
involved in the transformation of the ideals embodied in these Fundamental Principles into institutional
realities in both national and international statistical work.

The main body of this study consists of four sections, The first section provides an introduction to the
subject. Section II reviews the range of political threats and controversies that have affected national and
international statistical programs. Section III, drawing on national and international experience, offers &
number suggestions on how the integrity and credibility of statistical programs can be strengthened to resist
these threats and weather these controversies. The final section of the paper (section IV) presents a more
general discussion of the matters taken up in the previous sections and some conclusions. Three annexes are
also included. The first contains the text of the Fundamental Principles. The second re views the major political
conflicts that arose around recent population censuses in Nigeria and the United States. The final annex
summarizes the experience of several international agencies in dealing with the issues raised in this study.
Because this is a subject that is usually addressed in terms of the experience of individual countries, but the
issues involved concern all countries, a full multinational list of references is provided.
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POLITICS AND STATISTICS: INDEPENDENCE,
DEPENDENCE OR INTERACTION?

William Seltzer*

I. Introduction

At the special session of the United Nations Statisti-
cal Commission held in April 1994, a statement of Fun-
damental Principles for Official Statistics was
unanimously adopted [United Nations Economic and So-
cial Council, 1994: chapter 5]. The statement sets oul ten
basic principles to guide governments and statisticians in
establishing and maintaining credible national statistical
systems, free of improper political influence. The text of
the Fundamental Principles is reproduced as annex I of
the present study. These Fundamental Principles grew out
of an initiative of the Conference of European Statisti-
cians {1991] that was subsequently endorsed by the mem-
ber governments of the Economic Commission for
Europe [1992]. ‘

A separate path of activity aims at fostering integrity
and professionatism among individual statisticians by
means of a code of ethics {Intemational Statistical Insti-
tute, 1986]. Several national statistical societies have also
developed statements of ethics or principles to guide
statisticians in their work [American Statistical Associa-
tion, 1989; Royal Statistical Society, 1993]. In some
cases, more specific statements of principles have been
developed for statisticians working in universities, in
government [UK, 1984; Association des Administrateurs
de I'INSEE, 1985; UK Government Statistical Service,
1994] and in the private sector [Deming, 1965].

Over the years, many of the issues addressed in the
Fundamental Principles and in these codes of ethics have
been the subject of national discussion and controversy.
However, with few exceptions, what has been written on
the subject has focussed on issues in individual national
statistical systems, particularly those faced with specific
current challenges [for example, Arowolo and Daramola,
1982; Hauser, 1973; Mitroff et al, 1983; Fienberg, 1989,
Royal Statistical Society Working Party on Official Sta-
tistics in the UK, 1991; Commilttee on National Statistics,

1992; Carson, 1993; Walczak, 1994]. Moreover, these
earlier efforts did not relate these issues (o the statistical
work of international organizations,

The present study examines some aspects of the
issues posed by the Fundamental Principles as they per-
tain to both national and international statistical work. It
focuses on the issue of the maintenance of a statistical
activity that attempts to be responsive to policy and other
data needs without compromising professional inde-
pendence and credibility. In other words, the study looks
at how to transform the ideals embodied in the Fundamen-
tal Principles into institutional realities.

At the outset it must be recognized that any discus-
sion of fundamental principles or ethics—whether at the
level of individuals, nations or international organiza-
tions—is complex because decisions and actions usually
must be seen in light of not one but many principles, some
of which may point in different directions. For official
statistics, these possible conflicts include responsiveness
to user needs versus independence, continuity of time
series versus the improvement of concepts and methods,
policy relevance versus political neutrality, the norms of
a statistician as scientist versus those of a statistician as
civil servant. Inmany concrete situations regarding appar-
ent conflicts of principles related to official statistics,
there would be broad agreement among government stat-
isticians about the proper course of action, although there
might be less agreement among other stakeholders in the
process such as poiitical leaders, other civil servants,
specific user groups, the media, and the public. In still
other sitnations, government statisticians themselves may
differ on how hest to reconcile apparently conflicting
priorities.

The main body of this study reviews the political
threats and controversies affecting national and interna-
tional statistical programs (section II). It then suggests

* Tam deeply gratefui to the extensive and thoughtful comments provided by a nurber of statisticians and others who commented
< on an eariier draft of this repert and enriched it with both ideas and examples, However, | am solely responsible for all errors

of fact or interpretation in the study.
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how the integrity and credibility of statistical programs
can be sirengthened to resist these threats and weather
these controversies (section ITI). The final section of the
paper (section IV) presents a more general discussion of
the matters taken up in the previous sections and some
conclusions, Two additional annexes are also included.
The first (annex I1) rev.ews the major political conflicts

that arose around national population censuses in two
countries. The second (annex III) reviews the experience
of several intemational agencies in deating with the issues
raised in this study. Becaus this is a subject that is usually
addressed in terms of the experience of individual coun-
tries, but the issues involved concern all countries, a full
multinational list of references is provided.

IL Areas of political threat and controversy

A. Overview

It is useful to begin by examining the various ways
in which the professional integrity and credibility of sta-
tistical agencies can be undermined. In broad temms,
threats to the integrity of a statistical service operate
directly on the data themselves; on the conceplts used in
their collection and presentation: on the methods of meas-
urement; on the mission, operations and administration of
the statistical service, including its budget and staff; and
on the public’s perception of the statistical service. A
more detailed framework of such hreats is presented in
table 1,

The framework is offered as atool to help disentangle
the various issues and concerns embodied in the nebulous
term ‘political manipulation of statistics’ and not as a

Table 1. Modes of undermining
statistical integrity: A framework

1. Mission of the statistical service
Financial resources and controls

Staff

2w oN

Stalistical fields or series targeted for
expansion or suppression

Definitions and concepts
" Terms and nomenclature
Altering specific numbars

The extent and timing of the release of data

© ® N o o

Threats to dala confidentiality

10. Use of the stalistical agency for political
analysis or other political work

11. Active campaign to discredit statistical service
outputs, methods, or staff

research finding. In reality, efforts aimed at political ma-
nipulation often employ several modalities simultane-
ously, Furthermore, fair-minded observers might disagree
about how a specific governmental action might best be
classified among the framework categories.

All the modes listed in table 1 are real in the sense
that they have been used at one time or another to under-
mine the credibility of a national statistical service as an
impartial source of data. Many of these modes are also
avenues of legitimate policy or technical discussion and
valid instruments of change. Accordingly, it is important
to examine each of these areas in turn to help better
understand the borderline between proper policy direction
or methodological improvement and improper manipula-
tion of either statistics or the statistical system. Compli-
cating the matter further, governmental authorities often
cite the highest motivations for their political interference. -
These may include such virtues as producing more pol-
icy-relevant statistics, reducing waste, inefficiency and
respondent burden or the elimination of politically-biased
staff. Alternatively, interference may be justified in terms
of such political cynicism as “I would like to continue the
statisticat series on X but Y (for example, the members of
Parliament from the coal region) consider the numbers
unhelpful. Therefore, most reluctantly, I rmust instruct you
to stop publishing that series.”

The point of reference here is threats to independence
and integrity operating from or through official govern-
mental structures, whether civil or military, Of course, not
all threats to integrity arise from the government itself,
Fears of the press, powerful private interests, population
subgroups, or regional interests all arising from within a
country or fears of external private interests, other gov-
ernments or international agencies can each serve to un-
dermine the integrity of a statistical service. In many
situations, these forces operate through and influence
governmental authorities. In such circumstances, their
influence is encompassed within the framework of this
study. Howevir, there ~an be other occasions where the
influence of these non-governmental forces operates di-
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rectly on a statistical service. Such forces may not even
he supported by the governmental authorities at all, On
these occasions, the governmental authorities are likely to
be weak or focussed on other issues and the statistical
service is basically left to sink or swim on its own. Most

problems, however, arise in situations where the govern-
mental authorities, executive, legistative, or judicial, are
initiators or active accomplices in the process. The bal-
ance of this report focuses on this, the more common
situation.

B. Discussion of specific threats to statistics

1. Mission of the statistical service

Is the primary aim of a statistical service to provide
the data the government (that is, the current political
leadership) requires or is its mission broader? The ques-
tion is a real one. Although the (raditional view, reaf-
firmed in the first of the Fundamental Principles, is a
broad one covering both public and private uses of data
for policy-making, operations and research [Als, 1992:
220; Fellegi, 1991, dien, 1991; Slater, 1982: 59], it is
sometimes challenged. For example, in the recent past, the
government of Margaret Thatcher made an explicit policy
decision to alter the mission of the UK statistical service
to & narrower and what appeared (o many as a more
partisan mission {Ward and Doggett, 1991: 81-104), a
decision that was recently reversed [Maclean, 1994].! For
a period in the 1980's, the United States also scemed to
be moving in that direction [Bonnen, 1984: 15-16; Fien-
berg, 1991: 11]. However, the decision was never as
clear-cut as in the UK and by 1989 the broader approach
was explicitly reaffirmed [Habermann, 1989: 47-48).2
The narrow approach could certainly be said to have
characterized the mission of the statistical services of the
former USSR and the other command economies of East-
ern Europe

Clearly, a statistical system whose primary aim is to
provide data that the current political leadership want is
running the risk of being so identified with specific politi-
cal policies that long-term credibility will be lost [Als,
1992; 122-127]. On the other hand, a statistical service
must find ways of being responsive 10 new or altered
needs for data. At times such needs are explicitly anticu-
lated. At other times they must be inferred from current
or anticipated policy debates. One quite legitimate source
of inspiration for new data needs is the policy concerns of
the current political leadership. (After all, in a democracy,
this leadership has been given its responsibilities by a free
choice of the ¢lectorate.) However, finding the proper
balance between responsiveness to the political debate
and independence from politics can present problems for
a statistical agency. One approach is to ensure that an
agency’s statistical ouiputs are designed to serve the nceds
of (a) all the major actors in any given policy debate, not
Just those of the current government, [Fellegi, 1991] and
(b) multiple policy deb..tes and agendas. In this way, the
relevance and credibility of the statistical service can be

maintained for both the current political leadership and
the body politic in general (United Nations, 1980: 3].

2, Financial resources and controls

It js clear that a government or an international or-
ganization unhappy with the performance of its statistical
service may endeavor to punish the service by reducing
its budget or adding additional constraints to the expendi-
ture of already budgeted resources. As de Vries [1994:
317] has stated and Walczak [1994:273-274] has empha-
sized, “Without resources, most of the Fundamental Prin-
ciples are but a dead letter.” Financial or expenditure
constraints can be directed at the entire statistical program
or some specific component, Pressure can develop from
either executive or legistative actions. Again there can be
aproblemin distinguishing between proper executive and
legislative control and oversight, and the use of these same
tools for partisan or private ends.

Currently, one arca of debate is the degree to which
a national statistical program should be self-financing
[Als, 1992; 181]. The traditional view is that statistics are
apublic good, paid for Jargely out of tax revenues and with
users charged nothing or at most the marginal costs of
reproduction for statistical outputs [Habermann, 1991]. In
these circumstances, any money received from the sale of
publications usually is treated as revenue to the central,
rather than the statistical budget. More recently, there has
been a shift in some countries to use self-financing ap-
proaches of one kind or another [Cook, 1992]. Most of
these self-financing approaches endeavor (o introduce
market incentives and foster a client orientation in the
work of a statistical agency and have been limited to about
20 10 25 of the over-all agency budget [Fellegi, 1994].
However, a few countries have considered far more ex-
lensive self-financing approaches. There is also some
concern that once the concept of statistics as a public good
is abandoned, there will be less and less core budgetary
support for statistical programs, particularly infrastruc-
ture and capacity-building activities.

Both methods of finance involve distinct potential
threats to a statistical agency's independence: under the
traditional appreach the statistical agency is subject to the
control of the political process of budgetary approval,
while the seif-financing approach can make the agency,
at least - the margin, subject to tr.c agendas of those

Page 3




DESIPA Working Paper No. 6

ministries or private-sector users who have the most re-
sources. An additional potential conflict arises in the case
of statistical outputs not financed through the budget of
the statistical agency. Docs the product become the prap-
erty of the funder or can the statistical agency disseminate
it more widely? To help ensure that marketed services do
not damage the confidence the public accords the agency,
Statistics Netherlands retains the autonomy to publish
results from any special survey it conducts for an outside
sponsor. However, it is recognized that this policy may
narrow the market for its services {Begeer, 1994), Clearly,
it becornes more difficult to follow such a policy as the
share of an agency's core activities that are funded by
revenucs from its marketed services grows.

3. Staff

A relatively common method of threatening the in-
tegrity and professional independence of a statistical serv-
ice, is to attack those staff members who seem to
symbolize this integrity and independence most strongly.
In its most extreme forms, this has led to the death,
disappearance or arrest of senior staff members of na-
tional statistical agencies.* More commonly, the attack
takes the form of dismissing or forcing the resignation of
statistical office staff.5 Actually, the diversity of staff in
terms of views and backgrounds contributes, in itself, to
safeguarding the integrity and professionalism of statisti-
cal work.

In situations in which most staff are protected from
arbitrary dismissal by a strong civil service (radition or
law, the attacks most often focus on the most senior staff,
Senior personnel often are more vulnerable than their
mote junior colleagues under civil service rules. More-
over, they are more visible to political leaders, and their
associates, than working-level staff.

Complementing the cfforts against certain staff are
actions taken in support of existing staff considered to be
“friendly” or the recruitment of new, politically more
acceplable staff. Because most work in a national or
international statistical agency is technical in nature, the
professional qualifications and experience of an existing
or new staff member, regardless of the nature of their
political views, are the key determinant of a staff mem-
ber’s performance. Accordingly, assuming a person is
technically well-qualified, a “political” appointment to a
technical position in statistical agency is far less likely to
pose a real threat to an agency's technical independence
than a “political” dismissal. Such appointments may,
however, reduce the public’s perception of an agency’s
professional independence, at least in the short run. More-
over, if political appointments to technical posts become
acommaon practice, the danger of compromising on quali-
fications grows.

Particularly in small statistical agencies the price, in

terms of reduced effectiveness and efficiency, of wasting
€ven one or (wo positions on fechnical incompetents can
be high. In agencies of any size, the appointment of
unqualified persons to posts with major technical re-
sponsibilities can have a major adverse impact on the
public image of the agency as well as undermine staff
morale. In addition, efforts to appoint even one or two
technically unqualified persons to a statistical agency
has often led to very unfavorable publicity for those
making the appointment.

A more indirect form of political interference in the
work of a statistical agency is the use of quotas in hiring
and promotion. At the national level such quotas are
designed to ensure that a sought for balance in terms of
gender, cthnicity, region, or language is achieved within
the national civil service, Such a policy, of course, goes
well beyond statistical agencies and is designed to achieve
nationally defined policy goals on employment. At the
international level these quotas are usually expressed
in terms of nationality and gender. In some cases, such
quotas can be accommodated with relative ease. In
other cases, statistical agencies may face a very diffi-
cult dilemma in terms of finding candidates for recruit-
ment or promotion with the proper technical experience
and qualifications.

Finally, there is the special case of the head of a
statistical agency. The head of the statistical service often
olays acritical role in the success of the statistical program
for which he or she is responsible. More than any one else
in the statistical service, the head of the service must
persenally confront the political issues that arise in the
course of the agency’s work. Indeed, one role of the chief
statistician is to serve as a buffer between the technical
staff of the statistical agency and the political world,
including the current government and its prioritics. The
ideal director would be strong technically, be an effective
leader and manager, have outstanding communication
skills and be well-respected professionally and politically.
This political respect would not be particularly as a parti-
san of one party or another, but rather as someone who is
known and well-regarded by a range of politicians and
political journalists. Rarely does a country have many
candidates meeting all these characteristics equally well.
In these circumstances, the choice of the chief statistician
will often involve trade-offs.

In a small country, with a small national statistical
office, it would be important not to compromise on tech-
nical strength. In such offices the chief statistician will
often have to double up as a subject-matter expert. More-
over, in small countries it is generally easier for a chief
statistician to haverelatively direct access to key decision-
makers in government and parliament.

0 the other hand, in la:ge countries with la.ge
statistical offices, the trade-offs can be more comypncx. In
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a large office the subject-matter specialists in most ficlds
will be more expert than the head of the office in their
respective ficlds of compelence, In these circumstances,
the other criteria specified above can emerge as critically
important. Indeed, in several countries, adivision between
the head of technical service and the political-administra-
tive head of the agency is maintained, with the latter
responsible for most of the non-technical outreach by the
agency.

Saying this, and also saying that some outstanding
heads of statistical services had no prior professional
experience or came with heavy political baggage, does not
negate the point that persons with weak technical qualifi-
cations will be viewed with great suspicion by their staff,
by the knowledgeable public and, in a democracy, by the
press and the political opposition. To succeed under these
circumstances generally requires having and using a
strong staff. Motivation is also critical. Too often, those
without qualifications who are given a political ap-
pointment as head of a statistical agency actually were
interested in some other job. In this situation, they
frequently spend much of their time trying to get a
“better” job, often the one they originally wanted. It is
much more likely that a person with technical qualifi-
cations would be pleased by the appointment than
someone lacking such qualifications.

4. Statistical fields or series targeted for
expansion or suppression

H a new President declares a *“War on Poverty' the
statisticians in the units of the statistical agency responsi-
ble for income statistics and social statistics have a rea-
sonable expectation that they will start receiving a wave
of new requests for poverty-related data from other gov-
ernment departments or ministries, the academic and re-
search community, the press, and the general public.
Indeed, in response to these new requests for data, the
statistical agency may well decide (o expand its cxisting
programs of data collection and dissemination in these
fields. Most would consider such an expansion a proper
respanse Lo evelving user needs. The same would be (he
cuse if such an expansion were funded by curtailing work
on production statistics for a series of clearly obsolete
products such as buggy whips or mechanical desk-top
calculators. On the other hand, should the statistical
agency decide or the new government direct that this work
on poverly statistics be funded by across-the-board cuts
in data series used by farmers and small businesses, the
impartiality of first the statistical agency, and then its
outputs, will begin to be questioned. Indeed, both in the
United Kingdom and the United States, serious charges
were raised in the 1980's that social statistics were being
targeted for curtailment by Governments with other po-
liti~~ priorities [Rockwell, 190; Royal Statistical Soci-
ety Working Party on Official Statistics in the UK, 1991:

Ward and Doggeltt, 1991]. Although in both instances the
format verdict on these charges appears to be ‘not proven’,
the credibility of the statistical systems suffered, Contrib-
uting to the apparent plausibility of these charges at the
time was that in hoth countries there had been efforts (o
restrict the mission of the national statistical service as
discussed earlier.

More commonly political pressures are very nar-
rowly focussed and are often hard to distinguish from the
ongoing dialogue any statistical agency should be having
with its users. A business trade group or a labor union
unhappy with the decision of the statistical agency to
cancel, alter, or initiate a specific statistical series may
attempt to bring political pressure on the agency to change
its decision. In a democratic society people certainiy do
have the right to invoke the political process to redress a
perceived governmental mistake. On the other hand, a
statistical agency can quickly become paralyzed if deci-
sions on every series become the subject of political
debate. As discussed in section III below, there are steps
that can be taken to protect the statistical agency's politi-
cal impartiality in this debate. An important element of
these steps is the ability of the statistical service to antici-
pate evolving trends in user concerns. Correctly forecast-
ing evolving user needs can reduce the time lag in
producing new kinds of data and thereby lessen user
frustrations,

5. Definitions, concepts, and methodology

The definitions and concepts used in the collection,
compilation, and dissemination of statistics are the rocks
on which the statistical contour of a country are built.
Although they are largely unscen by the casual or unso-
phisticated user of statistics, they often determine whether
the statistical picture is rosy or bleak. For this reason, these
definitions, concepts, and methods are sometimes the
target of political manipulation. In a good statistical sys-
tem, however, these same concepts and methods are the
subject of continuing professional review and debate. As
aresult of this review and debate, concepts and definitions
evolve and change for valid reasons: (he phenomena being
measured change or a revised concept or definition woutd
better measure the phenomena. Because political manipu-
lation can and sometimes does occur, frequently those on
ong¢ or another side of an issue charge that the technically
based changes were ‘politically motivated'. In other
words, the cry “wollf, wolf" frequenly is heard when it is
only the sheep dog trying to bring its flock into better
order. And, of course, when the wolf of political manipu-
tation of concepts really does appear, it may take a while
for it to be perceived as such and not as another hard-
working sheep dog.

From time to time ctforts (o use concepts to manipu-
late data for political purposes are overt. For example, in
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the 1980’s the government of the former USSR had an
aclive campaign against alcohol. As a result of this effort,
. the production activities related to alcohol declined
sharply and, as a consequence, the overall index of indus-
trial production fell. However, the latter fact was hidden
by the political decision to remove activities related to
alcohol production from the index. Similarly, in the early
1990's, as a result of lobbying by a group of physicians,
the French Parliament forbade the calculation of any
consumer price index that included tobacco within its
scope. Fortunately, before the law went into effect, the
head of the national statistical agency, INSEE, was able
to conduct a successful counter-lobbying effort. As a
result, the law was changed to focus on the use of the index
(i.e., the definition of the scope of the index to be used,
for example, in adjusting wages and salaries for inflation),
leaving INSEE free (o continue to be able to construct a
variety of indices in light of generally accepted scientific
standards and a range of user necds. Even more reprehen-
sible is the introduction of concepts or definitions into
statistical activities designed to target individual per-
sons or enterprises for repressive or invesligatory ac-
tions. For example, in the 1940's the Vichy government
in France added questions on race to a number of
statistical enquiries.

Methodologies for structuring and analyzing statis-
tics can also can become politicized. For cxample, as
Kenessey [1992] recounts, in the 1920's in the former
USSR national accounts methods and results became
associated with Bukharin. When Stalin turned against
Bukharin, work on national accounts was suppressed.
Ironically, there was misplaced echo of this sort of behav-
for in the United States during the height of the cold war,
although the consequences in both intellectual and human
lerms were far less severe. In 1953, apparently some in
the in-coming Eisenhower administration discovered that
the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) had a research activ-
ity begun in 1941 related to input-output tables, that work
on input-output methodology had ils start in the Soviet
Union as a tool of state planning, and that one Professor
Leontief, a Russian emigre, was a major intellectual force
behind this work. The obvious conclusions were drawn
and the BLS project was quickly cancelled {Kenessey,
1994]. Before the Eisenhower administration left office,
however, governmental work on input-output tables was
resumed, this time in the Office of Business Economics
of the Department of Commerce [Duncan and Shelton,
1978: 111-112],

Often the issues are more complex. For example, two
widely quoted economic indicators, compiled and re-
leased monthly in many countries, are the inflation rate
and the unemployment rate. Much public policy, many
private contracts, and a constderable number of political
careers depend on these monthly measurements. As a
result, economists and statisticians spend considerable

time in trying to refine definitions and concepts used in
measuring these variables. Such research may and should
yield proposals for improved ways of collectin g, process-
ing, analyzing or disseminating data on these subjects. For
instance, as the median age at labor force entry rises,
should the lower age boundary of the labor force and
hence of the unemployed rise? Should the “discouraged
unemployed” be counted as “unemployed” or “not in the
labor force”? Decisions on issues like these will change
the reported unemployment rate, which can have impor-
tant pofitical implications.

To take an example from another field of statistics,
much social policy, including legal remedies, focusses on
ths treatment of minoritics or other specially disadvan-
taged groups. Over the years this has sparked considerable
interest in the measurement of the numbers and charac-
teristics of minorities. These subjects frequently present
statistical complexities and draw political attention at the
same time so that it is often difficult to determine to what
degree a specific decision was based on ‘political’ as
distinct from ‘scientific’ considerations (see, forexample,
the studies by Choldin {1986] and Farley [1990] on the
identification of the Hispanic population in recent United
States population censuses).

Indeed, the range of definitions, concepts, or methods
subject to political dispute, and on occasion political
intervention or even manipulation, is as diverse as the
field of statistics itself. For instance, in addition to the
cxamples just cited, one may note the choice of the base
year for comparisons over time of economic, social or
environmental data, the formulas used to construct in-
dexes or to estimate missing or inaccurate data, methods
for valuing stocks (historic versus current prices), or
methods making international comparisons of economic
statistics (exchange rales versus purchasing power pari-
ties). Again each of these topics is also a subject of intense
scholarly debate and proponents for one or another ap-
proach may find themselves used by one side or the other
in the political debate. At times individual scholars may
also attempt to use the participants in the political debate
to advance their own technical solutions to problems.
During this process the statistical agency can find itself
caught in the middle of a complex mixture of political and
scientific controversy,

Political or other extrancous pressures may also arise
because of non-statistical uses of statistical definitions
anc classifications. Here, the pressure focusses on the
classification scheme itself or on the assignment of a
specific entity 1o a particular category in a given classifi-
cation. Those z:templing to apply pressure are not inter-
ested in influencing statistics as such but only a very
narrow aspect of work cn statistical classifications. The
problem ."ises inwhe © i place when operating, regula-
lory or taxing agenc'=s incorporate an existin,; siatistical
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classification or definition into their administrative pro-
cedures. Numerous examples can be cited. Statistics
Netherlands (SN) came under pressure when one Ministry
established a governmental subsidy scheme open only to
enterprises with a specific SN activity code, The pressure
was removed only after the SN persuaded the Ministry not
to use the activity classification in this manner [de Vries,
1994: 326}, In Poland, Walczak [ 1994: 274] notes that the
CSO activity and product classifications “were widely
used for granting specific privileges to particular branches
and are still used especially in the tax policy.” He also
observed it was the C8O’s policy that the purpose of these
classifications is to provide consistent national data and
“not to settle administrative or fiscal controversies.” At
the international level, several countries approached UN-
STAT for reclassification from developed to developing.
At least in some cases the motivation for these requested
reclassifications appeared to be related to presumed eligi-
bility criteria for receiving technical assistance, As aresult
all United Nations statistical publications carry a dis-
claimer to the effect that the groupings of countries ac-
cording to development status are for statistical and not
administrative purposes. Despite the disclaimer, appeals
for reclassifications continued.

Regardless of the source of input, decisions must be
made on a myriad of conceptual and definitional issues as
part of the continuing work of any national or interna-
tional statistical agency. On many issues at least a few data
users and their political friends are likely to object to
whatever decision is taken. Basically, three options are
available to the statistical agency for dealing with these
disputes: (1) go along with the views of the residual
minority, and risk contravening the larger body of techni-
cal opinion and the unhappiness of the majority of users;
(2) satisfy everyone by making data available in terms of
multiple concepts, quite feasible unless multiple concepts
means adding unreasonably to the costs and respondent
burden of data collection; or (3) follow the broad consen-
sus of technical and user views, again quite feasible if
adequate consultations took place prior to the decision so
as to be confident that a clear consensus does exist. A
critical element in being able to form such a consensus is
the availability of data on how well alternative concepts
function, which in turn usually requires research and
testing, at times highly innovative in character [Norwood,
1993]. Also important is a tradition of professionalism,

impartiality, and responsiveness to a wide range of user -

communitics,

On the other hand where statistics are generaled as
the by-products of an administrative system, changes in
concepts and definitions are usually at the mercy of
changes in the administrative system itself. Changes oc-
cur for administrative or policy reasons with little or no
regard for their statistical impact. The uneniployment
figures derived from the reports of labour exchanges in

the UK are an example of this, where a series of such
administrative changes during the 1980's damaged public
perceptions of the UK government statistical service [Cal-
der, 1994],

6. Terms and nomenciature

Public and political concerns about specific defini-
tions and concepts usually emerge rather slowly after
researchers, sophisticated users, and statisticians them-
selves have argued about the pros and cons of an issue for
aperiod of time. On the other hand, the general public, the
press, and politicians often become immediately aroused
over issues related to the terms and nomenclature used in
the collection, storage, and dissemination of data. More-
over, while the comrect treatment of many conceptual
issucs is not intuitively obvious, many people are con-
vinced they know the correct answer to nomenclature
questions.

At the national ievel the names used for various civi
sub-divisions of a country, for various ethnic, linguistic,
racial or (ribal groups or for certain job titles or industries
can give rise to great sensilivities. At the international
level the most politically sensitive issue, at least at the
United Nations, is the nomenclature used for individual
countries and areas, and the related question of the
boundaries associated with each name.

Often the issues of nomenclature are so sensitive that
they are decided at the political level. Statisticians simply
have to use the currently approved name-tags. Problems
arise when the political process changes the approved
nomenclature too close in time to a major statistical op-
eration or too often. A more serious problem arises when
the political process imposes a nomenclature which is
conceptually, linguistically, or legally “purer” but is mis-
leading or unfamiliar to respondents or users,

Sorting out whether a particular pressure relates to
nomenclature or to an underlying conceptual issue is not
always easy. Indeed, it can be a highly charged matter
itself. From the view-point of a statistical agency trying
to cope with thesc issues, the distinction is not that impor-
tant. Attention should focus on the concepts and defini-
tions required to obtain the data or analyses users want
and on the nomenclature that respondents and users are
comfortable with. Devising satisfactory and durable solu-
tions, however, is not always easy. For example, Farley
[1990: 11] in writing about questions on race in United
States censuses observes, “twenty-six different nouns
have been listed in this century as racial titles, and only
three categorices . . . appeared in all Twentieth Century
enumerations. Five different terms have been used for
the African-origin population, and seven for Native
Americans,”

Arot- ¢ cerious difficulty occurs when an issue is
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considered so sensitive that the statislical agency is barred
by the political process from separately identifying some
group or region in the data. For example, Mexico has, as
a matter of policy, not identified the mestizo or Indian
population separately in its official statistics, Turkey has
not permitted the collection or dissemination of data on
its Kurdish population, and complete data from the March
1957 United States Current Population Survey by religion
was only released after an action by scholars under the
Freedom of Information Act [Peterson, 1987: 221-222].

7. Altering specific numbers

Deliberate altering or falsification of official statis(i-
cal data by governments can and has occurred [Mor-
genstern, 1965: 19-21; Vernon, 1987: 71-72; Wu, 1989:
2771. A few other examples can be cited. Bach is highly
deplorable, and would be identified as deplorable by
statisticians working in national and international agen-
cies around the world. However, the main pointto observe
is that, in fact, governments rarely ‘cook’ the statistics
coming from the official statistical agencies. This is also
an observation made by Bonnen [1984: 22}, Similarly,
reviewing the situation in Eastern Europe over the past
four to five decades, Blades noted that

the statistical offices in these counlies were under
coninuous prossura 10 present social and ecanomic
developmentsin the basl possibla fight. Somatimes this
led to outright falsification of data; more generally . .
to the suppression of unwelcome statistics or to the
presentation of dala in misleading or uninfomative
ways [1991: 16]. '

There are probably two reasons for this state of affairs.
First, such fabrication runs counter to the very heart of the
professional ethos of statistics and statisticians. In the case
of each of the other threals set out in the framework, some
shred of professional rationalization is possible. Fabrica-
tion, however, allows no scope for such rationalization.

Second, becausc of the interrelatedness of statistics,
fabrication can easily be detected or is expensive to pro-
duce. For example, in accordance with the wishes of the
then ruler, President Bokassa, the population census re-
sults for the Central African Republic in the 1970"s were
inflated after they left the census office but before they
were released to the press. Initially, only the total popula-
tion figure was increased. When it became apparent that
this meant that the totals for males and females were now
over a million persons less than the total for both sexes
combined, an effort was made to inflale the separale totals
for males and females also. Unfortunately, data in the
preliminary census release also presented a breakdown of
the numbers in terms of certain major categories (house-
hold population, forest population, ctc.). Very quickly
non-statisticians discovered some of the complexities in-
volved in estimating entries in table cells to correspond to
new marginals. At that point further processing of the

census was stopped {i.e., a shift from mode 7 to mode 4
in table 1). Processing was resumed after Emperor
Bokassa was deposed. Similarly, Vernon [1987: 71)
points out some of the complexities governments must
face when fabricating economic statistics,

Falsification of data can, of course, occur earlier in
the coliection and compiiation process. To save time and
effort census or survey interviewers can complete ques-
tionnaires at home on the basis of fictitious respondents
or establishments can return fabricated reports, either to
save time or out of fear of disclosing sensitive informa-
tion. Such fabrication can usually be detected by the
normal supervisory and quality-control procedures of a
statistical agency. More rarely, the motivation for unil-
level fabrications is a desire to alter aggregated census or
survey results. In such cases, supervisory staff may also
be involved. Unit-level fabrications, whatever their
source or motivation, generally produce results that are
far too uniform.

Indeed, given the many possible sources of error and
variability to which economic and sociat data are subject,
if one has doubts concerning the quality of a set of official
slatistics, it is usually more productive to look first to
factors other than political manipulation. If one suspects
political manipulation of official statistics look first to
maodes of manipulation other than data falsification.

The same generalities do not necessarily apply (o the
statislics produced by operating programs of governments
or international organizations.® The data generated by
thesc programs, whether aimed at measuring the on-time
performance of trains, the safety of nuclear power plants
or the success of a literacy campaign, are often used by
the programs’ managers primarily to document progress
or justify resource needs. Unfortunately, the toleration of
fabricated statistics, or even their generation, tends to be
more common in these programs than in statistical agen-
cies. Stalistics generated by operating programs are more
likely to be produced exciusively as the by-products of
admninistralive processes, and administrative data are gen-
erally more subject 1o manipulation than thosc derived
from operations, such as sample surveys or censuses,
explicitly designed for statistical purposes. Morcover, the
statistical ethos is often far lower in operating programs
and in the ministries in which they are located than in a
statistical agency. Indeed, these programs and ministries
may not employ any statisticians. In these circumstances,
the priority of program delivery and program success can
permeate an agency from top to bottom, quickly pushing
aside the technical and cost requirements of sound meas-
urement and then, with time, eroding basic honesty.

It must be stressed that many operating programs do
gencrate data frec from manipulation. Operating pro-
grams c~a retain integrity in (F:ir statistical work by
making use of the same factors us.d by statistical age:.zies
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(see section I below). In particular, it is important that a
separate unit be established within the operating agency
with a clearly defined statistical mission and with appro-
priate staff and funds. In addition, it is useful if this unit
is responsible for both survey- and administrative-based
data, since it may be more difficuit to ensure the integrity
of the latter. Finally, even sound statistical programs in
operating agencies will tend to be highly insular, engaging
in duplicative activities and producing noncomparable
ouiputs, unless properly coordinated.

8. The extent and timing of the release of data

Politically-motivated suppression of data that has
already been collected generally arise in {wo kinds of
situations: first, when the results of one or more statistical
series are viewed as threatening state security, or second,
when particular resuits are seen as politically damaging to
those in power. Among those political leaders without a
strong commitment to the democratic process, the second
rational quickly is subsumed under the umbrella of the
first,

In the most extreme cases, all official statistical out-
puts are suppressed or are released only through the
statements of political leaders. For example, in describing
the “tortuous’ history of the release of official statistics in
China, Wu [1989: 276-277] observes that:

In the early years of the new Paople’s Republic official
statistics were disclosed through the working reports of
the people's govemments of various levels. Staring In
1953, (an] annual stalistical communigue . . . [was
released] through newspapars and radio stations. . . .
In 1959, the State Statistical Bureau publishad a book
. . . contain{ing] Important stalstics of national eco-
nomic and soclal development over the perod. How-
aver, the annuat slatistical communique was cancelled
... In 1960. During the ‘cultural revolulion {1966-1976)'
people seldom read or heard of any statistical reporls
in the newspapers or over the radio. Even i there ware
some figuras, they wera refative ones only. . . . More
often than not, there were not any stalistical figures In
aconomic and soclologlical essays.

Wu goes on to note that the abnornwl situation changed
after 1978. The publication of the statistical communigue
was resumned in 1979, Subsequently, monthly and quar-
terly stalistics gradually became available, andin 1982 the
State Statistical Bureau published its first Statistical Year-
book. In 1984, an ‘open system’ was introduced whereby
the media wouid have access to a large body of statistical
data and “the official statistical agencies. .. would publish
all the economic, social, and scientific and technological
statistics, except for asmall number of series which [were]
considered confidential [Wu, 1989: 277].”

Similarly, the Russian historian Medvedev notes that
from its outset a ban was placed on all information about
th. 2232-33 famine in the former USSR, in which several

illion persons died, and that “for the years 1933-1938

the yearbooks of the Central Statistical Agency repeat the
same figure for the population of the Soviet Union that
was recorded as of January 1, 1933" [1989: 240-241;
244). The ban, which did not begin to be relaxed untii after
1956, encompassed the total suppression of the results of
the 1937 Population Census and the arrest of the head of
the census (sec note 4 below). During most of its exist-
ence, the German Democratic Republic published very
littte data and during the latter part of the 1980°s the
statistical office in Romania abandoned the publication of
virtually all data [Blades, 1991: 16}.

In these examples it is often difficult to disentangle
whether the primary motivation for not releasing data was
embarrassment over what the data revealed or a genuine,
if misplaced, belief that the public dissemination of data
was akin to publishing state secrets. To minimize the
likelihood that either becomes the justification for not
publicly disseminating statistics, there should be a clear
policy that data collection requires data release, subject
only to safeguards related to quality standards and pre-
venting the identification of individual respondents.

More common than the outright falsification of data
emanating from statistical agencies or their total suppres-
sion are efforts to biunt the impact of unfavorable data, or
turn random fluctuations into significant improvements.
These efforts have involved the manner, extent and timing
of the release of official statistics. Examples related to the
manner and extent of release include, the order to the
United States Bureau of the Census in the early 1970s to
remove the word “poverty” from its reports presenting
income statistics for families and persons below the pov-
erty-threshold [Hauser, 1973], the common practice in the
former USSR and other Eastern European countries of
statistical agencies publishing rates of change using care-
fully selected base periods to produce “true’ but neverthe-
less exaggerated impressions of growth [Blades, 1991:
16), and (he decision to issue the summary report of the
1985 five percent micro-census of Estonia in only 56
copies [Anderson, Katus, and Silver, 1994: 5].

Issues related (o the liming of the release of data have
arisen in many countries. When running for re-election,
political leaders around the world like to announce good
news before election day, and postpone bad news until
after election day. Left alone, incumbents would probably
treat the release of official statistics (for example, the
inflation rate, the level of unemployment, the balance of
trade figures) in a similar way. If the release date of
official government statistics becomes merely a campaign
decision by the party in power, it is easy for the question
to move fromwhen the data should be released to whether,
if ever, unfavorable data should be released. Furthermore,
manipulation as to the timing of the release of data,
quickly raises questions about manipulation of the data
themselves, undermining the credibility of afil government
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statistics, including those favorable to the current govern-
ment. Facing a joint problem of credibility, statisticians
and politicians in many countries have worked out a
reasonably effective solution to this problem (sec the
discussion of ‘pre-announced schedule of release dates’
in section HI below).

In addition to politicians, others may attempt to in-
fluence the timing of the release of official data. For
cxample, the timing of the release of certain economic
series can have a major impact on financial and commodi-
ties markets so that unscrupulous traders or their friends
have at times tried to delay the release of these data or to
obtain critical results prior to their general release. Be-
cause these markets can be so volatile, and so sensitive to
new information, even a few minutes advance word or
delay can sometimes permit large profits to be made.
Whether such manipulation takes place or is only believed
to oceur, serious questions about the credibility of the
statistical agency and its staff can arise. Again, it is
important to have safeguards in place as discussed in
section 11 below,

In general, in countries where the professional integ-
rity and independence of the official statistical system is
clearly established, decisions about the release of statistics
are solely the responsibility of the statistical agency itself
cither as a matter of law or firmly established policy
[Castles, 1991b: 8-9; Fellegi, 1991; @ien, 1991:18]. This
certainly is the view point embodicd in the Fundamen-
tal Principles, the United Mations Handbook on Statisti-
cal Organization {1980: 22], and the Royal Statistical
Society Working Party on Officia! Statistics in the UK
(1991:33-34].

Exceptionally, appeals to a statistical agency to delay
the release of specific results for a well-defined state
purpose, as distinct from a domestic political one, are
sometimes accepted by the agency. For example, de Vries
{1994: 323} cites the decision of Statistics Netherlands to
delay the publication of certain data on 0il imports during
the 1973 energy crisis and Keyfitz [1978; 422] refers to
“a regretlable necessity in the United States and Canada
during World War I1 . . . [to keep secret] for instance,
detailed trade statistics.” On the other hand, Moser [ 1980}
cites a number of instances when official data were re-
leased on time despite the problems caused. Certainly, the
very existence of a pre-announced schedule of release
dates (see section 11I below) can deter a government from
manipulating the timing of the release of data even for
so-called ‘patriotic’ reasons. For example, the Japanese
government withdrew its request to delay the release of
price index data in the 1973 energy crisis afler those
making the request were reminded by the national statis-
tical service that any delay could be politically costly
because the timetable for data re'case was widely-known,
- Ttmay be noted that in 1973 such a timetable was a feature

of statistical policy in Japan, but not in the Netherlands,

Occasionally, a national statistical agency may de-
cide on its own initiative to suppress a set of results
because it considers the data hopelessly flawed or mis-
leading from a technical viewpoint. However, in the in-
terest of promoting credibility and professionalism, it is
usually better to find a way to release defective results,
possibly as a special methodological study describing
how the data are defective and what went wrong. Any
report containing such flawed results should have a clear
statement about the problems in the methods used and the
limitations of the data.

9. Threats to data confidentiality

Practically and symbolically the proteclion which
statistical agencies strive to provide to their respondents,
the ultimate providers of most data, is perhaps the clearest
demonstration that statistical agencies are different from
other parts of the government, The principle of confiden-
tiality is sct out clearly in the United Nations Handbook
on Statisticat Organization [1980; 36-38], the Fundamen-
tal Principles of Official Statistics, various codes of cthics
[IS], 1986; Royal Statistical Society, 1993], and in the
laws of many countries [Als, 1992: 163-169; Congres-
sional Research Service, 1980: 195-196, 212; Martin,
1974]. The rational for this special treatment is alleged to
be simple: if governments have the power to coerce census
and survey responses from people and enterprises, they
must provide respondents with protection from govern-
mental action (for example, bills for unpaid taxes or
criminal indictment) to obtain truthful responses [Als,
1992: 161},

Actually the situation is somewhal more complex.
Governments often request information from their natural
and corporate citizens for the purposes of taxation, regu-
lation or criminal investigation. In these cases, also, the
state expects truthful responses. The faw usually requires
truthful answers in these situations and lies can be pun-
ished by fines and imprisonment. One might term this the
adversarial model of information gathering.

In the case of purely statistical enquiries, government
interest in altempting to legally enforce truthful responses
to each question asked of each respondent is so low and
the costs of enforcement would be so high that historicatly
a cooperative approach to promoting full and truthful
response has evolved.? It is not surprising, therefore, that
Cuncan {1976: 54] uses only the language and rational of
the cooperative approach: “the statistician has long as-
serted the protection of data confidentiality is essential to
assure the accuracy of statistical programs. Such protec-
tion provides an environment in which a high level of
volunlary participation of respondents is assured.” One
essenti.i.element of! 1 cooperative approac, is that law
exists to support 1 protection offered by s.atisticians.
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Violations of confidentiality assurances are of great
concern to statistical agencies and to all data users who
have an interest in the continued success of the coopera-
tive model. For example, in Germany in the 1930’s popu-
lation census information was used in rounding up Jews,
Gypsies and others for transportation to death camps.
Recollections of this earlier misuse of census materials
appeared (o have contributed to a court-ordered postpone-
ment of the 1983 census in Germany. Other examples,
with far less severe consequences, can be cited [Congres-
sional Research Service, 1980: 116; Walczak, 1994: 295].
These examples have as a common element that govern-
ment authorities, explicitly or implicitly, balanced the
principle of response confidentiality against other princi-
ples and decided that the other principles prevailed.

Many government statisticians, along with their aca-
demic and business colleagues, consider the principle of
response confidentiality to be paramount. For example, one
recent Director of the United States Bureau of the Census
was prepared (o be cited for contempt of court rather than
turn over to the court confidential census materials [Mitroff
etal, 1983: 15]. Other examples of the refusal by statisticians
to give in to pressures for the release of confidential data
include de Vries' examples from the Netherlands [1994:
320-323] and Duncan and Shelton's example from the
1920’s of a US Commissioner of Labor Statistics defying a
threatened Congressional subpoena [1978: 168]. In the last
example, the official concerned successfully defended the
principle of the confidentiality of responses despite the fact
that the individual responses in question did not have specific
statutory protection.8

Confidentiality is usually taken to refer to individual
responses of persons or firms and not to aggregated data
covering more than a specified threshold. A special prob-
lem can arise, however, when data aggregated from re-
sponses provided under the protection of a pledge of
confidentiality is used to target the same individual re-
spondents for harmful governmental acts such as investi-
gation, audit or detention. For example, in 1942 special
tabulations of the 1940 United States Population Census
were made to help identify small geographic arcas in
California and some other western states with concentra-
tions of persons reported as Japanese in the census. These
tabulations played a very important role in assisting the
US War Department in planning and carrying out the
forced evacuation and detention of many Japanese-
Americans shortly after the outbreak of World War II
[Choldin, 1994: 239-240]. Begeer, deVries and Dukker
[1986] developed the concept of a “potentially censurable
or vulnerable entity” 1o describe this type of situation
where individuals can be directly harmed by the aggre-
gated resulis of a statistical enquiry in which they coap-
erated. Traditionally, this type of problem is not addressed
by legislation or policies on statistical confidentiality.
However, Begeer and his colleagues [142] arguc that:

whenever the question of a potentially censurable en-
Ity can arise, it Is necessary lo be very reserved in
supplylng slatisticat information. . . . Above all, an
officlal office of slalistics must ansure that confidence
i fls independence and integrity is malntainad. I pro-
vides siatistical Information on behalf of ali schslons of
soclaty, and can do so only If it avolds any appearance
whataver of paricipation In the adminlstrative . . sys-
tem. This may mean that cerlaln detalled statislical
information cannot be made avallable.

10. Use of an agency for political analysis
or other political work

Over the years there has been a lively debate among
senior officials in national statistical offices about the
extent to which statistical agencies should carry out ana-
Iytical work and the nature and scope of such analysis. In
the words of Keyfitz [1978: 422];

i one thinks of the continuum, from tha collection of raw
statistical data to Its final use as an Ingredlent either in
sclentific Investigation or in the making of daclsions,
then there Is room for differences of opinkan as to where
the role of the government statistical office ends and
thal of the user begins. . . . Notwithslanding all this, a
certain abstemiousness is forcad on the official statis-
liclan by his for her] posilion . . .

In reviewing the Norwegian experience @ien [1991:
18] observes that the Central Bureau of Statistics (CBS):

trles to avold provacative comments relaling to issuas
which are hotly debated betwsen our political parties.
However, the CBS will (as a polley) not refraln from
pulling its slalistics In a relevant soclal or sconomic
context, irrespeclive of how this will be Interpreted by
various parles. . . . Tha CBS will show circumspection,
while Ministrias and Ministers occasionally will have to
live with some statements from the CBS that thay do
not {ike; extreme caution would lead 1o a reduction in
the social usefulness of the CBS.

Certainly many statistical agencies do carry out ana-
Iytical activities, finding that analytical work improves
their capacity to collect and compile data [United Nations,
1980: 56-58). Fellegi {1991: 4-5) advances the idea that
well-done analytical work can itself make an important
contribution to a statistical agency's repulation for impar-
tiality. However, from time to time, failure to observe the
requirement of “a certain abstemiousness™ or “circum-
spection” has led to dire consequences for the credibility
of official statistical activities. The threat posed by pol-
icy-relevant analysis that carries a statistical agency
across the unmarked border into policy advocacy can arise
either from external pressures on the statistical agency or
from a certain eagerness by those in the statistical agency
to be at the center of things. The latter is particularly
troublesome when senior officials of the statistical agency
are themsclves involved. It is certainly best for the statis-
tical system for those called to political or Ministerial
duties *o sever their ties (o the statistic+! agency.

For:or- junior staff, a mixture of training and pro-
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fessional review within the agency can help maintain the
proper balance. For example, @ien [1991: 18] quotes from

a CBS poster reminding the staff that “it is not a task of .

the CBS to grade the performance of the cabinet and
ministries.” The failure to provide adequate training and
professional review can place the agency in a very diffi-
cult position. First, it can result in outputs that go well the
agency’s mandate, are technically weak, or both. Second,
faced with an embarrassing public controversy, the
agency may be tempted or forced to react vindictively
with respect to the staff involved. A development likely
to produce additional unfavorable publicity.

Although most national statistical services permit at
least some types of analytical work by statistical agency
staff, considerable differences exist as to whether agency
staff are permitted in their official capacity, or indeed
obligated, to draw the public’s attention to the misuse of
official statistics. Padicu [1994; 332-333] provides in-
stances when INSEE (the French national statistical of-
fice) statf considered themselves obligated to correct the
record. The Royal Statistical Society Working Party on
Official Statistics in the UK [1991: 31] also recommended
that “if . . . public comment is 50 selective as (0 distort the
overall conclusions from the analysis, then the Govern-
ment Statistical Service should be able and ready (o com-
ment.” By contrast, Duncan and Shelton [1978: 167) cite
procedures introduced in the 1970°s in the United States
to minimize the possibility of conflict between technical
and political commentary concerning newly released data
and Hibbert [1990] considered it “quite wrong" to look to
the statistical service to pass judgements on political
interpretations. There is, however, full agreement that a
clear statement of methods and qualifications should ac-
company the release of data. Such a statement should
cover the methods used to collect and compile the data as
well as information about errors effecting the data, includ-
ing limitations and qualifications in the use of the data.

From time to time statistical agencics also become
involved in various sorts of non-statistical aclivities,
sometimes of a political character. In reviewing the expe-
rience in the European region de Vries [1987: 16] cited
the examples of

Swilzerland, where lhe director of the Federal Stalisti-
cal Office is responsibla for the govemmaent computer
centre; the Federal Republic of Garmany, where lhe
president of the Stalislisches Bundesamtis responsible
for the national registers of the elsctorate; and Den-
mark and lceland, where the responsibility for the na-
tional registers of enterprises and establishments is
aftached to the statisticat office. . . . It may also be noted
thata number . . . offfces are to some extent entrusted
with tasks In the area of economic forecasting and
pianning (France, Luxembourg).

Sometimes such activities are widely recognized as
non-partisan, at other times the activity can be more
problematical. For example, work on the establishment of

a register of qualified voters could place a statistical
agency at the center of political controversy when aspects
of the regisiration procedure are hotly disputed. Recog-
nizing the organizational strength of the statistical agency
anu its field force, governments, at times, will assign the
agency other high visibility, high priority non-statistical
projects. Although such requests may appear to be an
opportunity for the agency, since added prestige or re-
sources may be involved, they also can divert the agency’s
attention from its primary statistical functions and
threaten its perceived neutrality.

Often the problems engendered by such activities are
experienced not by the strong and politically well-con-
necled agency heads who initisted them, but by their
weaker successors. For example, in one highly regarded
national statistical agency a strong and activist chief stat-
istician brought a number of the outputs and activities of
the agency closer to the policy makers, getting close to but
nol necessarily crossing the unmarked border between
policy relevance and policy advice described earlier. Un-
fortunately, under a less politically-adept successor, the
agency was left exposed to politically-inspired attacks

" which greatly reduced its public credibility for several

years,

Ancther type of political involvement can occur
when the field force and regional offices of the statistical
agency are used by local political leaders for basically
political tasks. For example, interviewers may be asked,
hribed or threatened by a local politician to provide a list
of ¢ligible voters, or the head of the regional office may
provide special, non-statistical services for the local gov-
ernor. Such direct involvement in political activities can
certainly hurt the image of the statistical program locally
and may adversely effect response rates and response
errors. It also has the potential of becoming a national
scandal to the detriment of the overall image of the
agency. Normally such activities will not occur if the
stalistical agency is determined that they do not occur. It
is a matter of training, supervision, and vigilance.

11, Active campaign to discredit statistical
service outputs, methods, or staff

The power of numbers to describe, persuade and
clarify has been long-recognized. In the words of George
Washington, “I do not mean that Number alone is suffi-
cient to produce conviction in the Mind, but T think it is
enough to produce some change in the conduct of any man
who entertains a doubt of his infallibility. Miller, 1992:
1891 However, when official statistics convey an uncom-
fortable message for those with policies to enact or elee-
tions to win, the first reaction is sometimes to discredit the
messenger, From Benjamin Disraeli’s “lics, damn lies,
and._<tatistics” response to Ghdstone’s use of datz to
Runald Reagan's “statisticians have funny ways ol count
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ing” reaction to a persistent rise in the seasonally adjusted
unemployment rate [Fienberg, 1982: 6-7], the emphasis
is the same: statistics and statisticians are not to be trusted,
Traditionally, statisticians and statistics have been easy
targets for such attacks since most people around the
world think of statistics as dull and uninformative and its
terminology and methods arcane. Of course, statisticiars

have too often contributed to this image by not accompa-
nying their more detailed and fechnical outputs with pub-
lic-friendly information about data, methods, and
problems. As pointed out in section IILB(3) below, the
press and other news media can play a critical role in either
fueling or extinguishing such a campaign.

III. Factors tending to strengthen statistical integrity

A. General

Just as it is useful to enumerate the various ways in
which statistics and statistical systems may be improperly
influenced, it is also helpful to list factors that tend to
strengthen the statistical system’s ability to withstand
threats to political impartiality and credibility. Such a
listing is presented in table 2.

It should be emphasized that threats to statistical
integrity can arise from the feft, from the center, and from
the right and in the name of democracy and authoritarian-
ism. Moreover, the factors listed in table 2 are neither
necessary nor sufficient, either individually or collec-
tively, to ensure the maintenance of the infegrity of a
national or international statistical program. However,
each of them at one time or another has helped to prevent

'ff_tgpig 2, F_qcté{s contributing to
- maintaining statistical Integrity

iion of statistical Integrity

. Uncensred and active journalism
(naWspaper"s. magazines, TV, and radio)
4. Pra-anniounced schedute of release dales

5. Active professional statislical soclety
encompassing statlsticlans in govemment,
-~ - dcademla, and industry
6. Sound civil service system
7. Lawe relaling to the Independent status of
I information and operations

1'0f slatistical service within the
nental structure

) at';'i'rggrid:féénlractual status of the head of
“‘the statistical service

10, International support

abuses or to restore a proper balance between the statisti-
cal and political functions. In part, the effectiveness of any
safeguard will be a function of the nature and strength of
the threat. Additional factors may also be invoived. For
example, other things being equal, those working in a
decentralized statistical system may find it more difficult
than those ina more centralized one to strengthen integrity
or resist pressures.?

Indeed, there would secm to be two broad ap-
proachces, one positive and one negative, that underlie the
various factors listed in table 2. The positive approach
involves fostering interest in and use of reliable and
impartial statistics in policy making and hence of a politi-
cally neutral statistical system. The second approach in-
volves raising the political costs of efforts to abuse or
tamper with the statistical system 1o such a level that the
perceived benefits of such manipulation are less than the
costs.

One set of issues—those related to the governance of
the national statistical agencies—cuts across several of
the specific factors listed in table 2. These broader gov-
ernance issues are addressed separately in section II1.C
below, after the individual factors are discussed.

B. Discussion of specific factors

1. Long tradition of statistical integrity

Statisticians can often invoke historical precedent to
help educate their new political masters that, for reasons
of policy, law, and practice, statistics and statistical agen-
cies need special treatment [Fellegi, 1991: 3]. If the tradi-
tion is long enough examples of good and bad behavior
across the political spectrum can be found. Clearly, the
new Socialist minster will be less impressed by the virtues
of his Conservative predecessor than by those of the last
Socialist government. That both the Socialist and the
Conservative governments accorded the statistical agency
appropriate independence is also a strong argument.
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This tradition also serves to foster the norms of
integrity and professionalism within the statistical agency
itself. For example, a new chief statistician can gain
strength by learning about the tradition. And an experi-
cnced chief statistician can cite the staff’s commitment o
the tradition to deter efforts by ministerial assistants and
others that might compromise integrity.

To make use of this tradition it is important that it be
well documented. Such documentation needs to cover
both the benefits of the good and the costs of the bad. As
Padieu [1994: 330] observes, “Qur failures might be as
good [an] introduction as our successes.” Itis also helpful
if the historical record is updated from time to time. This
updating and republication serves the twin function of
educating young statistical agency staff in the norms of
the profession and ensuring that the historical record is
available, when needed, to as wide an audience as possi-
ble. Indeed, one of the motivations for the present report
is to have available in one document a record of refevant
experience from around the world,

2. Strong links between statistical user
and producer community

If a wide range of public and private sector users sec
a statistical agency as serving a socially useful function,
the likelihood of politicians mounting, or even contem-
plating, a serious attack on the agency is greatly reduced.
Moreover, if an attack is launched this broad-based group
of users is ideally situated to attempt to counter the attack
in political and media fora. Several prerequisites must be
satisfied if users are to serve effectively in this fashion.
First, the statistical agency must be producing a body of
timely and reliable data that users see as relevant to their
needs. Second, the stalistical agency must have a means
of regularly consulting with a broad range of users. Such
consullations provide the agency with timely information
about new or evolving user needs, feed-back on existing
agency products and services, and an opportunity to pro-
vide users with up-to-date information on relevant tech-
nical, policy or administrative developments. Third, users
must be sufficiently organized to enable them to recognize
their common stake in an effective and impartial statistical
service and to respond in a timely manner to potential or
actual threats.

Strong links between users and producers take time
1o develop and once developed must be maintained. OF
course, the day to day contacts between individual users
and the staff of the statistical agency are an important
element in developing and maintaining these links, par-
ticularly when the agency recognizes that such contacls
are a key element in defining both the substance and image
of its performance. However, beyond these day to day
contacts, there must be opportunities for broader and more
organized consuitations with users. Various approaches

are possible: user councils of one form or another may be
established under the statistical law or by regulation; they
may be organized by the statistical agency on its own
initiative; or they may be organized under the auspices of
an existing or new user-sponsored organization.

More than one approach can certainly be followed by
an agency, and multiple groups are sometimes desirable
to address the focussed interests of sets of users with
particular subject-matter concerns. However, it is impor-
tant that there be at least one group that has a view of the
agency as a whole. (At this point the subject of user-pro-
ducer links can overlap with issues of governance dis-
cussed in section IIL.C below.) It is also very important
that participation in these user groups encompass the
political spectrumn significantly represented in the body
politic. At times special efforts will be required to identify
suitable participants, A network of user contacts estab-
lished by these means can often be mobilized to cope with
a potential threat before it becomes a public attack.

3. Uncensored and active journalism
{newspapers, magazines, TV, and radio)

One set of users who deserve special attention are the
press and other media, Both the general public and many
political leaders get the bulk of their information about the
outputs of the national statistical system from newspa-
pers, television and other forms of journalism. On the
other hand, journalists have specialized needs for data
which traditional statistical agency outputs do not usually
serve well. Failure to understand and be responsive to
these special needs encourages journalists to turn from the
statistical agency to intermediary sources for the data and
information they need. As a consequence, the likelihood
increases that the data are distorted or their main qualifi-
cations are ignored. Moreover, the role of the official
stalistical system in providing important information is
apt to be down played. In these circumstances, undertak-
ing special efforts to adapt outputs to serve journalistic
needs is not only a basic obligation of a statistical agency,
but it is also an important means by which the visibility
and credibility of an agency can be promoted [Fellegi,
1991: 5-6].

Inaddition, the media can play a major role in defend-
ing an agency when its impartiality is being questioned
[Vukovich, 1994: 337} or in publicizing altempts at po-
litical manipulation. Even more importantly, journalism
cen also be a major factor in deterring manipulation in the
first place by raising the perceived political costs for those
contemplating interference. For journalists to be able and
willing to serve this function, they must see the statistical
system as useful, reliable and impartial. This, in turn,
implies a consistent flow of relevant outputs, an easy access
1o work™ g-level s.afft~ “nswer questions about Jata, and an
ongoing dialogue vsith sentor staff on policy §. sues.
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On the other hand, statistical agency staff are some-
times encouraged by journalists to provide not only data
and data analysis, but also the policy conclusions that
should be drawn from them. Staff succumbing to this
encouragement, or assuming this role on their own iniia-
tive, can place themselves and their agency in a vulnerable
position at the center of a political storm. Accordingly, it
is important for staff providing data and other information
to journalists, including those responding to the questions
of journalists, to be as clear as possible about agency
policies on the release of data and analysis as well as what
is considered to be appropriate or inappropriate commen-
tary. This implies that such policies should be developed
and staff adequately trained.

As discussed in section ILB(11) above, the public
often views statistics with a degree of suspicion, a suspi-
cion sometimes fanned by the winds of political debate.
This sense of mistrust and doubt is also easily taken up
journalists who, in most democracies, start off with a
healthy skepticism about any governmental operation.
Thus, in recent years statisticians in several countries have
complained about what they considered as unfair attacks
in the media, For example, in writing about media criti-
cism of the Government Statistical Service in the United
Kingdom, Jack Hibbert [1992: 12], then its head, ob-
served “I have made a number of references to the media
from which you will have already inferred that I am not
always satisfied with the way in which they do their job.
... We have a very good relationship with the specialist
Jjournalists who write reports on our figures. . . . It is the
political and non-specialist journalists who are liable to
give us a bad Press.” Similarly, Choldin [1994: 2371, in
his study of recent census experience in the United
States, concluded *“applying unrealistic standards as to
the conduct of a census, newspapers . . . have publicized
every glitch in the conduct of the 1980 and 1990 cen-
suses and have given voice to the [US Census] Bureau's
adversaries.”

It is clear from these experiences that statistical agen-
cies must not only do the right thing but that they must be
perceived as doing the right thing. In the words of the head
of une statistical agency in the United States, reflecting on
a series of stories in the press that raised questions about
whether her agency’s GDP estimates were affected by
political considerations, “the 1992 episode, painful as it
was, raised my awareness of the need to make it more
evident to the news media, and through them the public,
that the GDP process and safeguards provide strong as-
surance of the integrity of the estimate. More specifically,
it made me more aware of the role that rebuttals to
allegations may play in maintaining perceived integrity
[Carson, 1993: 21]".10 Equally important are continuing
efforts at outreach directed toward the news media more
generally. A press or media unit in the statistical agency
can facilitate a smooth working relationship with the

media. However, insisting that journalists have access to
agency outputs and staff only through this unit will gen-
erally not contribute to the credibility of the statistical
system.

4, Pre-announced schedule of release dates

A simple step that statistical agencies can take in
promoting the professional credibility of the national sta-
tistical system and its outputs is to establish the practice
of publicly announcing a scheduie of release dates for
regularly issued official statistical series and data bases,
Such a schedule serves the twin goal of promoting the
dependability of statistical outputs, which enables users
to plan ahead and encourages statistical office staff to give

-altention to imeliness, and making the suppression of

unfavorable data a public, political event rather than a
private, bureaucratically-hidden act. The public availabil-
ity of a schedule of future release dates can, with time,
evolve from a practice into a policy and then into a formal
procedure with legal standing. Such schedules are used by
statistical agencies in many parts of the world [Castles,
1991b: 9; Duncan and Shelton, 1978: 157; Fellegi, 1991:
4; UK Office of Population Censuses and Surveys,
1993:12].

Such schedules also contribute to the orderly and
even-handed use of statistics as a public good in making
market decisions. Thus, the schedules may specify not
only the daie of planned release but the exact time of
release as well. In addition, a number of national statistical
services have instituted special procedures including, for
example, those completing final releases “working under
lock-up conditions [involving] physical separation of the
nearly day-long operation in a lock-up suite, stand-alone
compuders, and no voice or other contact with the outside
[Carson, 1993: 20},” to prevent both actual or rurmored
leaks prior to the pre-announced time for release.

In order for a statistical agency to be able to make
effective use of these practices, it must be capable of
mecting the announced schedule in all but the most special
of circumstances. Indeed, these practices, once cstab-
lished, arc likely to continue indefinitely, unless the sta-
listical agency's own persistent inability to produce
outputs on schedule or to prevent leaks of critical series,
undermines the validity of the entire process. Another
barrier to instituting this practice is arequirement, in some
countries, for ministerial clearance before the statistical
agency can publicly release resuits, Of course, such a
policy of advance ministerial clearance of statistical re-
sults is not consistent with the Fundamental Principles.!!

Implicit in the idea of a pre-announced schedule of
release dates, is that statistics are collected by a statistical
agency for public use and not solely for the benefit of the
current government in power. In other words, statistical
program.. .ar ied out by public agenc.cs should produce
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public goods that are available to both Ministers and the
public at large. Indeed, Fellegi [1994] considers that the
obligation to publicly disseminate data is important
enough to be listed as a separate factor in table 2.

5, Active professional statistical society
encompassing statisticians in government,
academia, and industry

National professional socicties can also play a vital
role in helping to promote statistical integrity and (he
credibility of the government statistical service. This is
most true when the statistical society brings together
statisticians working in government, academia, and indus-
try. The contributions of national statistical societies to
the maintenance of a sound and impartial government
statistical service are of two sorts. First, the society gives
individual statisticians a professional identity and foslers
the scientific and normative values of the profession.
Second, it provides numerous public and private opportu-
nities, outside of the government's bureaucratic setting,
for the consideration of issues ranging from potential
threats to alleged political manipulation as well as meth-
odological questions related to official statistics (see, for
example, American Statistical Association—Federal Sta-
tistics User’s Conference, 1973 and Duncan, 1993). The
ability to address threats and methodology at the same
time is important. As pointed out earlier (scction ILB{5)),
itis often difficult to distinguish initial efforts at political
manipulation from the promotion of ordinary methodo-
logical research and development. The issues involved are
likely to be quite technical and a statistical society is well
suited to address them.

The usual scientific meetings and journals, the rou-
tine services, such as providing a membership directory,
and the spécial scientific advisory functions or codes of
ethics, all can, and have, contributed o the ability of
government slatisticians to maintain high standards of
professionalism and integrity in their work, The several
references in this study (o reports of committees and
working groups of the American Siatistical Association
and the Royal Statistical Society are concrete examples of
this contribution,

In the early stages of a national statistical socicty
either government or academic statisticians are apltotake
the lead, perhaps (o the exclusion of the other group, In-
deed, somelimes two rival societies develop. It is in their
common interest, however, that the two groups be brought
together. Accordingly, in those countries where govern-
ment statisticians are taking the lead in eslablishing or
developing the society, they should make every effort to
involve all statisticians, including those working in the
Universities and the private sector. In some countries the
contacts cstablished in the statistical society can help in
broadening the political basc of the user groups described

earlier. By the same token, sometimes user group contacts
can suggest statisticians in their institutions who might
join the statistical association.

6. Sound civil service system

Clearly the establishment of a modern civil service
system is beyond the scope of this study or the authority
of a chief statistician. Such a system provides some pro-
tection to statistical agency staff against.political harass-
ment and can promote improved professionalism.
However, to ensure that it serves this second purpose, the
operation of system with regard to selecting candidates
for statistical posts must be the responsibility of the sta-
tistical agency itself, cither directly or by delegation, In
fact, this is the mode of operation in most national statis-
tical systems for all but the most senior posts [United
Nations, 1988: para. 32], although not in the United
Nations Secretariat.

A sound civil service system will also mean that there
are others in the governmental administrative service who
understand the statistical agency’s concern with safe-
guarding its political neutrality. Morcover, these civil
servants may often sec the wisdom in investing in infra-
structure activities, such as statistics, that have a long-
term benefit. Accordingly, senior civil servants in other
parts of the bureaucracy, once they become familiar with
some of the special features and requirements of a statis-
ical agency, are often in a position to provide important
support to the statistical program,

7. Laws relating to the independent status of
statistical information and operations

Effective statistical legislation provides durable as-
surances to respondents, the general public, opposition
parties and statisticians that the responses provided to the
statistical agency are not used for non-statistical purposes
and that the operations and organization of the govern-
ment statistical service have legal standing and force.
Legislation can also contribute to the longer-term stability
of the statistical service by removing certain issues from
the daily political decision-making process. It also can
deter the current government and its political appointees
from acting, deliberately or inadvertently, in ways that
undermine the credibility of the statistical service and its
outpuls.

Both the United Nations Handbook [1980: 36-38)
and the study by Als of statistical organization issues in
the member states of the European Union [1992) provide
good overviews of the main requirements and patterns of
statistical legislation. Als [1992: 149] distinguishes three
major components in basic national statistical legislation:
administrative provisions; provisions concernin g the mis-
sion of the national statistical ser 'ice; and rules for effet-
ine_statistical inquiries, Amon, the twelve comri.anity
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member countries he found that, with two exceptions, the
legislation contained provisions covering: the estab-
lishment of the national statistical agency; the designation
of the supervising ministry; the title of the agency head
and that of its various managing bodies; the definition of
the agency mission; a statemment on the exercise of statis-
tical authority; the arrangements for centralization, decen-
tralization, and statistical coordination; the establishment
of a high council on statistics or similar bodies; the basis
for compliance of response; and the authorization of con-
fidentiality; as well as, in some cases, an expticit confir-
mation of the scientific independence of statistics.
Similarly, Castles [1991b] describes the main elements of
the legislative framework for the Australian Bureau of
Statistics in terms of: creation of a statutory authority;
creation of the office of Statistician; accountability to
parliament; requirement to publish statistics; creation of
an advisory council; the Statistician’s responsibility for
deciding on statistical collection activities; and charges
for services,

In considering the ideal statistical law, Als recom-
mends that its first article should state that “'the compila-
tion of statistics is based on the principles of impartiality,
objectivity, and scientific neutrality [1992; 220).” Never-
theless, as the United Nations Handbook of Statistical
Organization points out, statistical legislation cannot
“legislate competence in producing statistics, {act in ap-
proaching the respondent and moderation in asking sen-
sitive questions [1980: 36].” In other words legislation
provides an important framework for statistical operations
and statistics itself, but is only one contributing factor. For
example, it is important that the statistical law have strong
language to protect the confidentiality of individual re-
sponses. However, even the strongest legal language can
have little practical impact if the concept of confidentiality
is not reflected in an ageacy’s orientation and operations.
Possible ways in which this can be achieved are also
described in the United Nations Handbook [1980: 31-321.

Accordingly, while a statistical agency should not
ignore the need or opportunity (o strengthen the laws
governing its operations, it should realize that once one
enters the legistative process the outcome is largely in the
hands of people who know little about the requirements
of sound statistical policy. Efforts spent on the legislative
and legal aspects of the statistical systemn can distraci the
senior staff from efforts directed at the functional im-
provement of the statistical service. They also become
involved in a field in which they have liltle expertise.
Moreover, it is probably unwise for the statistical agency
to promote frequent initiatives to improve statistical leg-
islation. Leaving aside the effort involved, rapid changes
in legal structures may look like or turn into politically-
motivated tinkering with the statistical system. A percep-
tior .f some measore of iinmatability concerning the
s* “tistical law is probably heaithy. If, however, legislation

affecting basic statistical operations is being considered
by the government or the parliament the entire statistical
community, including the senior management of the sta-
tistical service, must involve itself.

Statisticians, or at least those interested in promoling
the availability of statistics, are almost always consulted
at some stage in the drafting of basic statistical legislation.,
The same can also be said about laws relating to statistical
activities in individual sectorial fields as well as laws
required in some countries before any surveys can be
launched. However, the latter two kinds of legislation
sometimes cause political bodies to become enmeshed in
the details of either statistical coordination or survey
methodology to the frustration of both legislators and
statisticians.

In addition, a number of other laws may directly
affect statistical operations. For example, in recent years
laws relating to the protection of privacy [@ien, 1991], the
reduction of government bureaucracy and paperwork
[Rockwell, 1990] or the further integration of the Euro-
pean Community [Commission of the European Commu-
nities, 1991] have had a major impact on governmental
statistical activities in different countries. Unfortunately,
at times, this type of legistation is drafted without any
consultations with those knowledgeable about statistical
policy issues. Indeed, at times, it is drafted by persons who
view the statistical service as an activity of government
that in one way or another needs to be legislated against,
A possible consequence of such legislation is that data
collection or dissemination can become more difficult or
more expensive. Even more troubling is that such legisla-
tion may threaten the credibility and professional integrity
of the statistical service, particularly its ubility Lo safe-
guard the confidentiality of individuat responses.

Accordingly, it is uscful for those interested in gov-
ernment stalistical activities to keep some sort of “watch-
ing brief' on legislative developments. In this way,
statistical agencies, statisticians more broadly, and knowl-
edgeable users may be able Lo intervene in the legislative
process early enough to have a constructive impact. In a
country with a centralized statistical system, the national
slatisticat office itself usually assumes the responsibility
for monitoring these legislative developments. In coun-
tries with more decentralized systems, other organizations
will need to perform this function: In the United States,
for example, the Council of Professional Association on
Federal Statistics plays an active role in monitoring leg-
islative developments and keeping both users and produc-
ers informed about them. The National Research
Council’s Committee on National Statistics also provides
oversight and expent advise on the subject.

It is sometimes difficult to oppose those legisiative
initiatives that have negalive consequences for statistics
outright because such initiatives have their own constitu-
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encies. Instead, it is often better to sec how the backers of
the legislation can achieve their objectives with minimum
damage (o the statistical program. One strategy that a
statistical agency is particularly well-suited to use is to run
a field test of the proposed legislative solution to see its
actual impact on statistical operations or resulls. The
advantage of this approach is that it puts both sides in a
common search for an answer.

Some years ago in Sierra Leone, for example, there
was a proposal to combine voter registration with the
population census field work, with a goal of increasing
the quality and reducing the costs of both operations, The
Central Statistical Office, which was responsible for the
census, was highly skeptical about both the quality and
cost aspects of the proposal as well as the advisability of
directly linking the census to an activity so different in
character. The proposal, however, had strong political
backing. Rather than continuing a war of words that had
little likelihood of success, the CSO organized, coopera-
tively with the electoral officials, field tests of the pro-
posed operation in several local arcas. After the tests, both
sides agreed that combining the two operations had
yielded unacceptably high error rates and costs. As a result
the proposal was dropped.

8. Location of statistical service within
the governmental structure

The localion and status of the national statistical
agency is an important, but not determining, element in
its ability to function without undue interference in its
operations and the release of its outputs. Location here
means to which agency, office or ministry is the statistical
agency administratively attached. For wherever it is
placed administratively, it must be able to function with a
considerable degree of autonomy if it is o maintain pro-
fessional credibility, both in appearance and in reality.
Froma variely of viewpoints, including that of promoting
integrity, there is considerable advantage of having the
statistical agency placed as high as possible in whatever
entity it is located. If there are two or three civil servants
between the head of the statistical agency and a politically
accountable minister or similar political figure, it is harder
to prevent intended or unintended efforts at political ma-
nipulation from taking place, document that they did in
fact occur, or correct the situation. In other words, the
more civil servants there are between the head of the
statistical agency and the concerned minister, the harder
it is to establish political responsibility or make use of the
deterrents to manipulation described in this report,

National statistical agencies have been attached to the
office of the President or Prime Minister, Departments or
Ministries of Finance, Planning, or Economics, or, less
frequently, other entities As the UN Handbook on Statis-
tical Organization [1980- 22} points out, however, the

interest and understanding of the minister in question and
senior officials is more important than the actual location.
The Handbook also emphasizes that “wherever the statis-
tical office is located, it should be scen to serve the
legitimate needs of all users [22)." In describing the
special reporting relationship between the head of the
statistical service and the minister, the Handbook indi-
cates that the former

should report to the minister, dlractly or indirectiy, pr-
marlly on budget and administralive matters; but . . .
should be , . . Independent on professional matters,
This means, inlar alia, that the head of the national
statistical service should Issue publications on his [or
her] own responsibllity without submitting them to a
minister for approval. The profassionat independance
of tha national stallstical sarvice Is the same as for the
judiciary. . . . To make this clear It may be praferable
thatthe ... office . .. ba physlcally located oulside the
ministeral bultdings [1980; 22),

Given the relatively large amount of office space a na-
tional statistical agency requires for its operations, the
location of the agency outside the ministerial buildings is
usually easy to achieve. In fact, in a number of cases the
operational center of the national statistical agency is
outside the capital city itself. Als’ caution that “cohabita-
tion with a ministry and its policy departments can raise
the problem of statistical independence [1992: 122]",
while probably meant symbolically, reflects aliteral truth,

There are, of course, trade-offs on the issues of loca-
tion and status, whether in physical or organizational
terms. Numerous intermediate arrangements have been
developed to cope with the various trade-offs involved.
For example, in Brazil, Germany, and Mexico the national
statistical agency is not located in the capital city. How-
ever, to ensure the agency has a presence and identity, the
head of the agency maintains a small second office in the
capital city with a few full-time staff to deal with legisla-
live, legal, and liaison duties. The United Nations Hand-
book on Statistical Organization [1980] describes other
examples. However, location and status are best seen, as
is the case with statistical legislation, as simply a means
to an end. In the words of the Handbook:

Evan if an agency Is granted the highasl possible lagal
stalus, It Is not likely to enjoy high professicnal and
adminisrative esteem it it provides data that cannot be
transformed into meaningful Information, publishes the
resulls of censuses and surveys late, prepares stalts-
tics thal are inconsistent or Incompatible with related
dala, parforms the dissemination funcllion poorty, or,
aven worse disseminates in favor of paricular ussrs
{1980: 21).

9. Stature and contractual status of the
head of (e statistical service

The critical role of the head of the statistical service
in deal™ g wiin (he © Utical issucs facing the siatistical
System were sumarized in section 1.B{3) above. In
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countries where political opposition 1o the government is
virtvally non-existent, the independent political power
base of the chief statistician may be among the strongest
factors in preserving whatever impartiality the agency can
maintain, In other circumstances, the trust accorded to the
head of the statistical service depends far more on his or
her professional strength, {eadership abilities, and com-
munication skills, Certainly, the stature of the chief stat-
istician in terms of professionalism and independence can
have a major impact on the public perception of the
statistical service and its outputs,

Over and above what an individual chief statistician
brings to the post in terms of professional competence,
managerial ability or political strength, is the formal struc-
ture of the position, particularly its expected tenure and
the appointment process. At one extreme, the head of the
statistical agency is seen as a political appointment. Thus,
when the government changes, the agency head changes.
In the United States, for example, the director of the US
Bureau of the Census is appointed by the President, con-
firmed by the Senate, and is almost always replaced when
a new President is elected. In some countries the tenure of
the chief statistician is even more uncertain: when the
Minister specifically responsible for the national statisti-
cal offices changes, the head of the statistical office must
also resign. Such an arrangement, while it ensures the
chief statistician some entree with the party in power, or
the current Minister in office, does not give a clear mes-
sage of politically impartial service to all users.

Maoreover, political appointments can often megn a
high turn-over rate in the chief statistician post which, in
turn, implies short tenures. While short tenure in office
canbe damaging to many public and private sector efforts,
a succession of chief statisticians cach serving one or two
years at the most is particularly damaging to the work of
a statistical agency. This is because most major improve-
ment efforts in a statistical agency (for example, a new
labor force survey, the development of a new sample
frame for establishment enquirics, or the creation of a
major new data base) have very long gestation periods.

In many countries the selection of the chief statisti-
cian is treated as an appointment o a senior civil service
position. This is the case in Canada or the United King-
dom, for example. As such, there is often a competition
based on quatifications and experience, possibly with an
advertised post, with final political approval or clearance
of the cutcome. Frequently, the appointment is indefinite
in duration, limited only by the normal retirement age of
the civil service, In a Japan and a few other countries, such
senior-level appointments are made, as a matter of prac-
tice, within two or three years of the normal retirement
age. As a result, the turn-over rate is very high. In a few
countries, although rost senior civil servanis usually
rotate among the senior civil service posts, posts consid-

cred highly technical, such as the chief statistician post,
are normally excluded from the rotation scheme. Thus
indefinite tenure is the normal expectation. However, a
government unhappy with a chief statistician, can with an
administrative action reassign the incumbent to a different
post, although perhaps at some political cost. In those
countries where the chief statistician post is included in
the normal rotation for senior civil servants, the tenure is
usually short and the occupant is rarely able or willing to
become engaged in issues of statistical policy.

Finally, there are some countries where the appoint-
ment is for a fixed period of years, often a period that goes
past the next national election. In such cases removal from
office may require legislative or parliamentary action.
Clearly, chief statisticians with such appointments are in
a strong position to resist political pressures. It is impor-
tant, in the words of one chief stalistician, “to provide
security of tenure to the chief execulive of the agency,
thereby maximizing the chance that he or she can in fact
act independently if the need arises. In Australia, the chief
executive is appointed for a seven-year term and can only
be removed upon a vote of both houses of Parliament
[Castles, 1991a: 473].” Similarly, in the United States, the
head of the US Bureau of Labor Statistics is appointed by
the President and confirmed by the Senate for a four-year
term, specifically designed to be different from the Presi-
dent’s term. A recent report of the Committee on National
Statistics of the US National Academy of Sciences/Na-
tional Research Council argues that “it is desirable that
the term [of an agency head] not coincide with the presi-
dential term so that incumbents need not resign with
changes of administration and professional considera-
tions more easily predominate over political aims in the
appointment process [1992: 14].” The experience of Aus-
tralia and the United States in this matter may be useful
for other countries to consider.

10. International support

Beyond the pational community of users, the national
tradition of statistical integrity, and the support of the
national statistical socicty is an international supporl net-
work consisting of documentation, experts, and experi-
ence that can be invokéd to help a national statistical
service that is under political assault. In very closed
societies, the international support network may be of
limited direct help, except to statisticians in their individ-
ual capacities. (For individual statistician the network can
provide valuable professional contacts and some degree
of human rights support.)

In other socicties, the international network often
provides evidence that there are norms, accepled interna-
tionally and practiced in many countries, on the treatment
of official statistics by responsible governments. For ex-
ample, o1 port of the Royal Statist, »al Society Working
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Party on Official Statistics in the UK [1991: 26] observes:

The intemational community has demonstraled to us
thelr anxleties about the organlzational framework In
which UK officlal stallstics are produced, and the ap-
parent lack of control which the Government Statistical
Sarvice has over lis product. . . . Adaditionally, In tarms
of formal constitulional arrangements, the autonomy of
the UK system fs peorly protacted by statuls and prac-
lice compared with that in most other developsd coun-
frles.

Subsequently, the same report cites examples drawn from
the Handbook of Official Statistics in ECE Member Coun-
tries [ECE, 1988} and contains two appendices devoted
fo international experience.

At times, the international support network may be
invoked directly by a national statistical service. For ¢x-
ample, in describing its efforts to launch a new census
after the 1983 German Population Census had been can-
celled, the President of the Federal Statistical Office em-
phasized how much the “Office could be helped by
stressing that its efforts had to be viewed in a European
and an international context [Commission of the Euro-
pean Communities, 1991:170].”" Similarly, one of the
main arguments used o overturn the restrictions placed
on the French national statistical office’s calculation of
the consumer price index (see section ILB(5) above) was
that the politically-mandated procedures were not in ac-
cord with international and regional norms and practices.
To help counter the political controversies that sur-
rounded unemployment statistics in the United Kingdom,
also referred to in section IL.B(5) above, the official UK
unemployment estimates derived from that country's la-
bor force survey are now consistently labelled as the “ILO
measure of unemployment” or the “ILO unemployment
rate” when released by the government (see, for example,
Woolford and Denrnan [1993}).

International support, particularly in terms of United
Nations documents, the work of the United Nations Sta-
tistical Commission and the regional statistical confer-
ences, and the professional contacts fostered by the
International Statistical Institute, has had a definite sup-
porting role for statisticians working even in repressive
and undemocratic societies. For example, during the Cold
War, statisticians in the Hungarian Central Statistical
Office were able persuade the authorities to do the right
thing by citing United Nations census recommendations.

In their specialized fields of competence the analo-
gous work of other international agencies has been
equally supportive. The recommendations, standards,

technical documentation and advise of the Food and Ag-
ricultural Organization in agricultural statistics, the Inter-
national Labor Organization (ILO) in labor and price
statistics, and the International Monetary Fund in batance
of payments and government finance statistics, to cite
only three examples, have fostered not only sound na-
tional statistical practices but also the professionalism and
credibility of national statistical operations and results.
Furthermore, in some specific fields a tradition has devel-
oped for countries to call on international agencies to help
resolve domestic disputes about national statistical prac-
tices. For example, the ILO from time to time is invited
by a government to examine whether their current prac-
tices, or proposals for change, are in line with international
standards for labor force or consumer price statistics
[Mchran, 1994].

On the other hand, the international support network
is best scen as just that and not as an international strike-
force for statistical correctness. From time to time, pro-
posals are made for “an international agency to come in
and do the census” or for “an international group of
experts to be formed to monitor the adherence of countries
performance in terms of the Fundamental Principles of
Official Statistics™ or some other set of norms. Such an
approach is likely to be unworkable. What is worse,
such unsolicited externaily-led efforts are usually
counter-productive.

The Fundamental Principles, United Nations hand-
books and similar materials were designed to aid statisti-
cians, politicians, and the public in each counlry to build
a useful, impatial, and reliable statistical system. It is
difficult enough for those within a country, at times, to
sort out political manipulation from methodological re-
finement or improved management. Moreover, although
individual national statisticians might themselves invoke
the language of the Fundamental Principles or a United
Nations handbook to protect the integrity of the statistical
system when it is subject to domestic threats, these same
statisticians may well react defensively if they are seen as
the subject of some sort of international investigation.
Certainly, those charged with initiating political manipu-
lation will challenge foreigners who, uninvited, involve
themselves in essentially domestic matters. In most coun-
tries, such a development is likely to switch the focus of
national debate from the political manipulation of statis-
tics to forcign meddling. (By contrast, responsible action
in support of individual statisticians suffering from hu-
man rights violations appears to be helpful.)

C. Promoting sound governance

Cutting across several of the individual factors dis-

cussed in the pievious sub-section is is the broad topic of

the governance of a statistical agency. Proper governance
of a staustical agency should provide pruidance and nver
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sight in three distinct, but equally important, areas: (1) the
relevance, timeliness, and quality of outputs, (2) the effi-
ciency and cost-effectiveness activities and programs, and
(3) the professicnal and technical capacity of the agency.
Expressed in this way no political issues arise, However,
cach of these legitimate aspects of governance has the
potential to be exploited for political ends, in both demo-
cratic and totalitarian countries. Certainly, there is consid-
erable variation among countries on the degree to which,
amid the politics of government, the statistical service is
provided nonpartisan governance. There is also great vari-
ation on the means by which this governance is provided.

One approach is to give an independent, nonpartisan
body the responsibility for a major share of governance.
This approach might be called the statistical council ap-
proach. Both de Vries {1989] and Als [1992] have re-
viewed experience in many countrics with statistical
courncils. Both give special attention to the Ceatral Com-
mission on Statistics in the Netherlands and the very
constructive role it played in strengthening the Dutch
statistical system. Indeed, the establishment of a national
statistical council was one the proposals for strengthening
United Kingdom statistical system made by the Royal
Statistical Society Working Party on Official Statistics
{1991}. It must also be noted that de Vries and Als found
that statistical councils in some other countries played a
very marginal role, '

Another approach to governance is o provide, by
law, the agency head, that is, the chief statistician, with
very broad authority, In effect, this can give the agency a
quasi-judicial status in terms of administration, As dis-
cussed in section III.B(9) above at a minimum the agency
should have the authority, unfettered by political decision,
to determine the methods used in data collection, process-
ing, and estimation, which data are to be released, and the
timing of their release, The problem of placing sole reli-
ance on this approach is that it leaves the agency very
exposed to heavy political, and possibly politicized, gov-
ernance when something does go wrong. For example, as
a result of the domestic political crises in Germany sur-
rounding the population census in the early 1980°s, no
field survey can be carried out by the German statistical
office without explicit revicw and clearance by parliament
[Als, 1992].

Many countries use a combination of both ap-
proaches. For example, in the Netherlands, as de Vries
[1989: 14] stresses

Although the Ceniral Commission decides on which
slallstics are to be complad, the . . . professional
responsibliity for how the work is lo be carried out lies
solely with the Direclor-Genaral of [Siallstics Nether-
lands}. Moreover, {ihe Direclor-General] alone dacldes
which results are published. Nelther the govemmant

nor the Commisslon can suppress the publicallon of
statistical results.

Indeed, without some sort of statistical council, an alter-
native methed of providing independent, non-partisan
review must be found, if partisan oversight and interfer-
ence is to be minimized. For example, in Canada, senior
civil servants working in different ministries throughout
the government perform some of these review functions
for Statistics Canada. In addition, the independent status
of the chief statistician is reinforced by instructions that
are now routinely given to the Minister who has respon-
sibility for the agency that the traditional arm’s length
relationship should be maintained between the ministry
and Statistics Canada.

It should be emphasized that the goal is non-partisan-
ship and not independence from the government per se.
For example, shortly after the USSR dissolved, the re-
sponsibility for the central statistical service in the Rus-
sian Federation was transferred from the government to
parliament. Although such an arrangement may protect
statistics from possible politicalty-inspired ministerial in-
terference, it has serious short-comings of its own. First,
it separates the statistical agency from most users in
government. Second, it does nothing to protect the statis-
tical service from partisanship. More recently, the statis-
tical service was transferred back from the parliament to
the government.

In a decentralized statistical system special problems
of governance arise. Thus, under a decentralized system
itis often difficult for any single group to assume over-all
govering or oversight responsibilities and the “chief
statistician” may bave quite limited authority in many
fields, including several important ones. In these ¢ircum-
slances, integrity and professionalism can be threatened
not only by centralized decisions that may undermine the
entire statistical system, but also by a series of decisions
taken in individual ministries or departments.

Several approaches have been used to try to cope with
the special problems faced in a decentralized system. For
example, in the United States, the National Research
Council of the Naticnal Academy of Sciences established
the Committee on National Statistics to help provide
independent guidance for government statistical pro-
grams, several independent review commissions and task
forces were created, and the concerned professional asso-
ciations have actively participated, either directly or
through the Council of Professional Associations on Fed-
cral Statistics, in technical review panels organized by
statistical agencies or by the Congress. However, the need
to rely on so many different methods probably under-
scores the problems faced in providing sound, effective
and non-partisan governance in a decentralized setting.
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1V. Discussion and some conclusions

This paper has been written by an applied statistician
as an exposition of and refiection on a set of issues in
official statistics. A paper with the same title could easily
have been written by an historian or a political scientist,
perhaps also by a lawyer or an ethicist. Whether the
over-all conclusions would have differed is unclear, cer-
tainly the perspective would have been different. For
example, see some of the useful work by the social histo-
rian Anderson [1987, 1988) on United States population
censuses. Reflecting the priority they attach to statistical
activities, few contemporary political leaders, or their
aides, have addressed the matter.'? By contrast, these
issues have been the concern of statisticians in many
different countries and, as the many references cited here
indicate, they have frequently written about them.

Some would question whether the threats reviewed
in this paper address ‘the real underlying threats (o politi-
cal impartiality'. Starting from the point made by Myrdal
[1969], among others, that at one level political biases
underlic all social rescarch, it has been argued that objec-
tive, politically neutral data gathering and research is a
contradiction in terms. In one sense it is difficult to
disagree with this view if one considers objectivity in
some highly idealized sense. Clearly, our history, culture,
experience, sociely and yes our politics, may influence
our research interests and methods. However, granting
that social researchers have biases (perhaps the word
perspectives is more neulral), in practice, one can surely
distinguish degrees of objectivity and impartiality. In
other words, it can be said that one piece of social research
is freer of the preconceived notions of those who carried
it out than is some other piece of social research. If no such
distinctions are possible and political bias is a significant
factor everywhere, then it would scem that all social
research, and that includes all official statistics, leads
nowhere. There is, however, ample evidence that social
research and official statistics have made useful contribu-
tions in all parts of the world. In any case, an implicit bias
of this paper is that statistical measurement, that is, guan-
tification under controlled conditions, can be a useful step
toward objectivity and political neutrality. In other words,
the Fundamental Principles and various Codes of Ethics
for statisticians do have something useful (o say.

Having reviewed in section II of this study some of
the ways in which political leaders, and their allics, have
endeavored to direct statistics and in section 11T how
statisticians, and their allies, have strived to keep the
statistical system and statistics free of improper political
interference, it is possible {o examine in more general
lerms the issues underlying the Fundamental Principles of
Official Statistics,

The starting point is the title of the present paper:

Somewhere between the ideal of a statistical agency fully
independent from the world of politics and the specter of
an agency totally dependent on political decisions on how
itis to collect data and what it will publish, is the reality
of continual interaction between statistics and politics.
This interaction can hardly be avoided if the statistical
agency is to be successful in its mission of producing
timely, reliable and relevant data, and only somewhat less
likely, ifit is not. The central issue is how best to deal with
the interaction, avoiding the threats of dependency, politi-
cal manipulation, and loss of credibility. In thinking about
this, it is helpful to consider the matter from the perspec-
tive of each of the twa parties to the interaction: the
political and the statistical,

In broad terms, we can classify the uses that politi-
cians and the political process make of stalistics under
three headings.!3 First, statistics can be used to justify a
policy or a decision. In this use, the decision is essentially
made wholly on the basis of non-statistical considerations
and favorable data are simply invoked as evidence sup-
porting the decision. Second, at the other extreme, the
political process can decide to let statistics make the
decision, This happens, most commonly, through the use
of data-driven formulas to allocate resources, political
power, or burden-sharing. Third, statistics can be used as
an input to the political decision-making process, Here the
quantitative information and analysis generated by the
statistical system is used, along with other sources of
information and belicf, to reach a political decision.

It would certainly oversimplify the matter to say that
the first two ways of using statistics always undermine the
statistical system or lead to the political manipulation of
its outputs, After all, in an open society, the improper use
of statistics to support a case by one politician is always
subject to correction by another politician or the press.14
Equally, some use of numerical formulas is probably
inherent in a complex, modern society. (Few would
question that it is more equitable to have tax laws struc-
tured in terms of tax rates applicable to all citizens in a
certain calegory, than a tax system in which taxpayers are
individually assessed on political grounds by the sover-
eign or some parliamentary committee.) Thus, it has been
pointed out that “a statistical rule is a device for making
decisions impersonal . . . In this regard, statistics represent
resources for politics, . . . providing a means for reducing
the fear of unchecked power [Starr, 1987: 56-57).” Taking
James Madison’s lead, a soundly-constructed formula
will have: (a; a degree of operational unbiasedness, that
is, the pressures on the data collection and compilation
processes will be roughly balanced; and (b) a provision
for soni: sort o1 pe'™t.al oversight so thal if ihe formula
yields results that - -e politically unacceptatii., they can be
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addressed in the political process as a political issue rather
overwhelming the statistical system.

Accepling that the statistical system can carry the
burden of some use of statistics as either a political justi-
fier or a political decision-maker, nevertheless, it seems
clear that if these two uses predominate, the statistical
systern will suffer, The first approach contributes to cyni-
cism, first about numbers and then about the statistical
system and agencies that produced them, The second
approach if carried too far, transforms genuine political
debates into proxy wars over statistical methods.

Turmning to the statistical side of the interaction, stat-
isticians and others concerned with strengthening profes-
sionalism and credibility in official statistics— in other
words, all those interested in implementing the ideals
embodied in the Fundamental Principles— are advised
to follow a dual strategy: First, attempt to achieve the
highest possible standards in terms of the relevance, time-
liness and reliability of statistical outputs; and second,
foster laws, regulations, policies, practices and arrange-
ments that raise the political costs of efforts aimed at
manipulating official statistics. The first approach really
comes down to doing better at the kinds of things official
statisticians should be doing all along. In the words of
Fellegi, “high quality official statistics are a necessary
condition for public confidence , . .[1991: 6].” The objec-
tive of the second approach is not to win political wars,
but to avoid them, with avoidance achieved by deterrence
and not surrender, Some ways of implementing this strat-
egy are outlined above, primarily in section III. .

Both arms of this dual strategy have to be viewed as
long-term institutional commitments. If they are 1o suc-
ceed, long-term efforts need (o be identified as such so
that practical implementation can begin and there can be
consistent follow-through. The specific ways of proceed-
ing in any given country or agency will depend on history
and circumstances. It is worth noting that in table 2 factors
1,2,4, 5 and 10 are essentially functional in nature and
the remaining factors (3 and 6 through 9) are basically
structural. Although, the structural factors usually require
legal activity of one kind or another, the development of
initiatives with respect to the functional approaches is
largely in the hands of the statistical agency itself. Of
course, over time, several of the functional approaches can
also be reinforced by law or regulation,

It is clear that national statistical agencies, even in
repressive socicties, have found ways to improve the
professionalism and integrity of their statistical service
and outputs, laying the ground for longer-term improve-
ments of a more fundamental nature. It is also clear that
no statistical system can consider itself forever free from
the dangers of serious political manipulation. National
statistical systems with long traditions of relative inde-
pendence have suddenly found the basic ground rules

altered. However, countries with sound traditions have
usually been able to return to them, even after several
years of floundering.

Given that interaction between politics and statistics
is a never-ending reality, it seems obvious that those
responsible for official statistical work, whether at the
national or international level, have to steer a course with
an eye 1o the twin stars of principle and pragmatism.
Compromises are inevitable, but principles cannotl be
abandoned, Under these circumstances long-term strate-
gies are heipful, whether or not they are structured. Formal
and informal networks are also helpful for advice, support
and perspective. If, as argued earlier, the general stralegy
is to improve the statistical system and its outputs, while
at the same time raising the costs of political manipula-
tion, then there is much that can be done, even in difficult
circumstances.

Nevertheless, there can come a point that a statisti-
cian is forced into a position between choosing to holding
to the basic values of the profession as set out in various
codes of ethics or the Fundamental Principles or obeying
a contrary executive, legislative, or judicial instruction.!?
The issue is long-standing, and is analogous to that raised
by Sophocles’ Antigone or the teachings of Jesus about
conflicts between duty to the central authority of the state
and other duties. Certainly in a democracy, a government
statistician, like any other civil servant or citizen, can not
lightly set aside or ignore the democratic decision-making
process on the ground that it produces a technically unde-
sirable or incorrect result. However, even in democracies,
the clash of fundamental values with legally constituted
authority occurs from time to time. This has led heads of
national statistical agencies in the United States to defy
tegislative or judicial authorities over matters of principle,
one Chief Statistician in the United Kingdom to twice
write resignation letters over integrity issues and another
lo indicate his readiness to resign on an issue of principle,
and the aclual resignation of senior technical staff of the
United States Bureau of the Census on at least two occa-
sions over the last 60 years over malters of principle.!6

To reduce the likelihood that statisticians and the
statistical system will be placed in such jeopardy, it im-
portant for attention be given to developing support for an
impartial statistical system among users and the general
statistical community well before any crisis is reached.
The Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics is an
important tool toward that end, both in its own right and
for the awareness and discussion it engenders. Like sta-
tistics itself, it is a means 1o an end, not an end in itself.

Finally, in a study such as this, which focusses on
politically-inspired threats to impartial statistics, there is
arisk of casting politicians solely in the role of villains in
a melodrama of statistical and political interactions. His-
tory dee ot support such a conclusica. In addition to the
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villains among the politicians, there are many heroes,
mostly unsung. Over the past 200 years, enlightened
political leaders have supported sound statistical policies,
including the impartiality of official statistics, in many
countries. Some took this stand because they believed that
objeclive statistics were in their long-term interests, oth-
ers because they thought it was correct as a matier of
principle. A few seemed to have reached this view on their

own,!? while others were able to benefit from the sound
advice of their own country’s statistical leadership. Re-
gardless of how they reached their understanding of the
vals of an impartial statistical system, it is clear that
statistically-wise politicians have been important partners
with politically-wise statisticians in fostering integrity in
official statistics.

Notes

1 In April 1981 the UK Government issued a White Paper,
Government statistical services, In the words of this report “In
Tanuary 1980 the Minister for the Civil Service asked Sir Derck
Raynerto. .. oversee. . .a general review of statistical services
throughout Government. The Government's aim was to sift all
existing statistical work to establish what was essential and what
was less so, to simplily administration, to look for ways of
improving efficiency and value for money, and to decide on the
best arrangements for the efficient future management of statis-
tical work UK, 1981: 1).” Sir Derck s report was completed and
submitted to the Prime Minister at the end of 1980, Among his
policy recommendations, several dealt with the mission of the
statistical service. For example, “when reviewing statistical
work generalized arguments for preserving the staws quo need
to be challenged. Particular attention needs to be paid to all
information collected or costs incurred primarily 0 meet de-
mands outside central government. There will be exceptions . . .,
but irr general there is no more reason for Gavernment to act as
universal provider in the statistical field as in any other {UX,
1981: 13-141." Similarly, “information should not be collected
primarily for publication, Tt should be collected primarily be-
cause governmen( needs it for its own business [15].” Tn the
words of the Head of the government statistical service (GSS)
who initially was responsible for carrying out this policy, “the
GSS now concentrates heavily on serving Government, This is
a shift of emphasis since 1981; before that, serving ‘society’ ...
reccived more weight; it still gets some weight, but less than
before 1981. The reason for the shift was that the Government
decided thatitis notan appropriate use of tax revenues to provide
a heavily subsidized national statistical service, i.e. one for
‘customers’ outside Government {Boreham, 1983]. As aresult
of the 1980 review, the Government announced a reduction of
about one-fourth in the size of the govemment statistical service.
The return of the United Kingdom to the concept of a broader
mission for the statistical service is clearly demonstrated in a
section on official statistics in a recent White Paper on open
government: “Official statistics contain a vast range of informa-
tion about the economy and society. They are collected by
governmient to inform debate, decision-making and research
both within government and by the wider community. . . .
Reliable social and economic statistics are fundamental
to ... open government. It is the responsibility of govern-
ment to provide them and to maintain public confidence in
them (UK, 1593: 12-13).”

2 Mr. Christopher DeMuth, then Administrator for Infor-

mation and Regulatory Affairs of the Office of Management and
the Budget {OMB), was quoted as stating in mid-1982 that “in
the past, agencies collected much greater detail than was needed
for national policy-making purposes. It is understood now that
agencies justify their data collection programs to OMB on terms
of the needs of the federal agencies alone, not of states, local
governments, or private firms [Wallman, 1988: 11]." In Septem-
ber 1982 OMB announced that it was developing instructions
on federal information resources management and in March
1985 sought comments on a draft of these instructions that
reflected a narrow definition of the mission of the federal
statistical system in line with DeMuth’s 1982 statement. For
example, in section 7 on basic considerations and assumptions,
the draft asserted *“the value of government information to the
government is solely a function of the degree to which the
information contributes to achieving agencies’ missions.” As a
result of some 350 letters OMB received commenting on the
draft, a number of changes were introduced to reflect a some-
what less restrictive policy and the language just quoted was
deleted. The circular was issued in December 1985 as OMB
Circular A-130 [US Office of Management and Budget, 1985].
The final document contains a lengthy review of the circular's
development [52730-52735]. The circular was revised in 1993
and then more extensively in 1994 [US OMB, 1994]. Although
the primary reasons for these revisions were not directly related
to the mission of the federal statistical system [Sprehe, 1994),
the most recent version of Circular A-130 introduces language
that further reinforces the wider view of this mission. However,
already by 1989, the then chief statistician of the United States,
was able (o write “a democracy is absolutely dependent on the
free (that is, unhindered) flow of unbiased, timely information.
To inform our eleclorate, then, is onc of the principal reasons
that we call on the federal govemment (o collect, process, and
disseminate information about ourselves. Another is the need
for accurate, reliable information for public policy. . . . Both the
general public and policy makers—both congressional and ex-
eculive—are best served by statistical information that is accu-
rate, timely, and unbiased. . . . A third reason for the federal
govemment to collect data is to produce “public goods™. . . . The
provision of such goods is a legitimate function of government
because they benefit sociely, but are not likely to be provided
by the private sector {Habermiann, 1989: 47-48).”

3 For example, Anderson, Katus, and Silver [1994: 5], in
discuss ag the role of the slatistica!‘offices in the former USSR
ir-sonnection with population siatistics, observed tha “data
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were primarily collected and processed based on the ideclogical
and political motives of those at the very top of society. ... It
was generally accepted that the publication or distribution of real
data could be dangerous for the Communist regime. Hence, one
of the major responsibilities of the statistical offices was actually
to limit access to data.-. . . A great deal more data were collected
and made available for intemal use by govemment or party
officials or by approved specialists, than were published foi
general use by the scholarly community or the public at Jarge.”
They also noted these closed data were often far more detailed
than the published data or “contained information that was
regarded as a stale secret or that revealed inconvenient facts
about Soviet reality or the performance of political leaders.”

4 Al this stage a few examples can cited. In Argentina in
the 1970's Carles Noriega, Director-General of that country's
Census and Statistics Office was abducted and disappeared as
part of the State terror then prevalent. In the former USSR,
Olimpiy Arisarkhovic Kvitkin, head of the population census
bureau, and others on his staff were arrested soon after the 1937
census yielded results that contradicted population figures pre-
viously announced by Stalin. Kvitkin, an eminent statistician at
the time of his arrest, died in 1939, Among the charges against
him and his colleagues were that the census was carried out in
gross violation of the elementary principles of statistics and that
its results were false {Tolts, 1987; Volkov, 1992]. Similarly,
Kenessey [1992: 186] refers to the “tragic moment in the lives
and careers” of those statisticians in the former USSR who were
seen by Stalin as allied with his political enemies for their early
work on the compilation of national accounts for the country.

5 For example, in the United States, shortly afier the 1972
presidential election several senior career statisticians, including
Conrad Taeuber, an Associate Director of the US Bureau of the
Census, were forced out of govemment service [Hauser, 1973;
Choldin, 1994; 34-35).

6 Private seclor enterprises and programs can also be af-
fected by the same problems of obtaining reasonably objective
data.

7 The evolution over time of the use of the cooperative
model over the adversarial mode! is worthy of study. Legal
compulsion of response was formerly an important element of
a number of governmental statistical activities. Indeed, today,
many govemments still make response to the population census
mandatory under penaity of law. In practice, however, statistical
agencies have generally abandoned using the authority of the
law, even in test cases, to force response.

8 In decentralized statistical systems, such as those in the
United States or the United Kingdom, it can be substantially
harder to protect the confidentiality of individual responses, if
as usually is the case, separate legislation and policies have to
be put in place for each agency.

S In a centralized system, a single statistical law usually
suffices, Thus, introducing legislative improvements involves
only the amendment of one law. In a more decentralized system,
comparable improvements would require changes in many laws.
Indeed, a number of statistical programs may not have any
statulory basis. When it comes to resisting ministerial or similar
pi.soares, achief statistician in charge of single central statistical
rvice will usvally be in a far stronger position than his or her

counterparts in charge of comparatively smaller statistical pro-
grams in individual ministries, agencies, or boards spread across
the entire government.

10 For a full review of the 1992 incident referred 1o by
Carson, see Johnson and Rectanus [1993].

1 Itis relatively common for the statistical agency to pro-
vide the Government with a copy of the results, for information
only, several hours in advance of their official release,

12 For example, I could not find any references to the
controversies discussed in this report in a quick review of the
memoirs and similar books of recent political leaders in the
United Kingdom and the United States. The one excéption that
I am aware of is former UK Prime Minister Harold Wilson
{1973}, but he was a statistician before he was a Prime Minister.

13 In fact there are several other ways of classifying uses,
see, for example, Kelman [1987], Prewitt [1987], and Starr
[1987). In this connection, we may note that the very act of
governmental counting, regardless of the results, may serve to
legitimize, in a political sense, the group or activity being
counted. For example, the first population census of a country
afler independence is often seen by the govemment and the
public alike as an important nation-building activity.

14 Itisassumed here that, in an open society and consistent
with the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics, al} those
involved in a political debate have equal access to the data and
information about related methods and qualifications. In other
words, the statistical agency releases data for all to use, not just
the current government. The time just prior to a national election
is one that can give rise to special concerns about the credibility
and impartiality of a national statistical service. Because this
period can be highly charged politically, even the normal activi-
ties of the statistical service may become suspect. To protect a
statistical agency and its staff in the pre-election period from
accusations of partisan behavior, whether justified or not, it
useful to have clear guidelines covering this period (see Bore-
ham [1985], for example).

15 Thesometimes delicate balance that statisticians working
in govemment face between a general duty to serve and the
specific principles and responsihilities of their profession may
be clearly seen in the United Kingdom. There, statisticians
working for the governmendt, as civil servants, are bound by the
“Duties and Responsibilities of Civil Servants in relation to
Ministers” of the Civil Service Management Code which says
in part “the duty of the individual civil servant is first and
foremost to the Minister of the Crown who is in charge of the
Departmentin which he or she is serving” [Calder, 1994]. In this
context, the countervailing influence and authority of the new
Code of Practice for Official Statistics [UK Government Statis-
tical Service, 1994] has special importance. Nevertheless, even in
a country with an unquestioned tradition of professional autonomy
for the statistical service, a former Director-General of Statistics
Netherlands recalls that on several occasions colleagues from min-
istries and execulive agencies were not able to understand the
special code of behavior that seemed to govern the work of Statistics
Netherlands {Begeer, 1994]. Moreover, while the principles of
professional behavior pertaining to medical doctors. lawyers and
joumnalists arc given specitic legal recognition in a number of
countries, this is rarely the case for statisticians. '
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16 The specific instances referred to are: (1) in the 1920's
the refusal by Bthelbert Stewart, US Commissioner of Labor
Statistics, to provide a Congressional Committee, despite the
threat of a subpoena, with company-specific data that had been
obtained under a pledge of confidentiality {Duncan and Shelton,
1978: 168]; (2) in 1990 the refusal by Vincent Barabba, the
Director of the US Bureau of the Census to comply with a court
order to provide address registers because they contained con-
fidential materials [Mitroff et al, 1983: 15); (3) in 1984 Claus
Moser, recalling aspects of his tenure as Chief Statistician in the
United Kingdom from 1967 to 1978 [Griffin, 1985: 16]; (4) in
1989 Jack Hibbert providing assurances about the continued
integrity of the UK Government Statistical Service [Ward and
Doggett, 1991: 104]; and (5) in 1930 the resignation of Charles
3. Persons, the official in charge of unemployment tabulations
in the 1930 Population Census, when instructed to exclude

“laid-off workers" from the figure on “total unemployed” in the
planned census tabuiations [Duncan and Shelton, 1978: 24] and
in 1987 the resignations of Barbara Bailar, Associate Director
for Standards and Methodology, and Kirk Wolter, Chief of the
Statistical Research Division, after the Under Secretary of Com-
merce, a political appointee, refused to allow the Bureau of the
Census to proceed with its plans for dealing with underenumera-
tion in the 1990 Population Census. (In the words of Bailar “0
was prevented from responsibly performing my duties byal987
order of the Commerce Department.”) [Anderson, 1988: 165;
Choldin, 1994: 152)

17 For example, see in annex 11 the observations of James
Madison, a framer of the United States constitution and the
fourth President of that country,
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Annex L Text of the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics

The Statistical Commission,

Bearing in mind that official statistical information is an essential basis for development in the economic, demographic,
social and environmental fields and for mutual knowledge and trade among the States and peoples of the world,

Bearing in mind that the essential trust of the public in official statistical information depends to a large extent on respect
for the fundamentai values and principles which are the basis of any democratic society which seeks to understand itself
and to respect the rights of its members,

Bearing in mind that the quality of official statistics, and thus the quality of the information available to the Government,
the economy and public depends largely on the cooperation of citizens, enterprises and other respondents in providing
appropriate and reliable data needed for necessary statistical compilations and on the ‘cooperation between users and
producers of statistics to meet users’ needs,

Recalling the efforts of governmental and non-governmental organizations active in statistics to establish standards and
concepts to allow comparisons among countries,

Recalling also the International Statistical Institute Declaration of Professional Ethics,

Having expressed the opinion that resolution C (47), adopted by the Economic Commission for Burope on 15 April
1992, is of universal significance,

Noting that, atits eighth session, held at Bangkok in November 1993, the Working Group of Statistical Experts, assigned
by the Committee on Statistics of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific to examine the
Fundamental Principies, had agreed in principle to the ECE version and had emphasized that those principles were
applicable to all nations,

Noting also that, at its eighth session held in Addis Ababa in March 1994, the Joint Conference African Planners,
Statisticians and Demography considered that the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics are of universal
significance,

Adopts the present principles of official statistics:

1. Official statistics provide an indispensable element in the information system of a democratic society, serving the
government, the economy and the public with data about the economic, demographic, social and environmental situation,
To this end, official statistics that meet the test of practical ulility are to be compiled and made available on an irmpartial
basis by official statistical agencies to honour citizens’ entitiement to public information.

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,

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.

4. The statistical agencies are entitled to comment on erroneous interpretation and misuse of statistics.

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

6. Individual data collected by statistical agencies for statistical compilation, whether they refer to natural or legal
persons, are to be strictly confidential and used exclusively for statistical purposes.

1. The laws, regulations and measures under which the statistical systems operate are to be made public.

8. Coordination among statistical agencies within countries is essential to achieve consistency and efficiency in the
statistical system.

9. The use by statistical agencies in each country of international concepts, classifications and methods promotes the
consistency and efficiency of statistical systems at all official levels,

10. Bilateral and multilateral conperation in statistics contributes to impicyvere- of systems of official statistics in
all countries,
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Annex IL Politics and census-taking: experience from two countries

The threats discussed in section II above can usuvally be prevented or contained using the approaches outlined in
section 111 of this report. From time (o time however, in one country or another, a slatistical agency or a major operation
can itself become the center of political debate. When this happens slatistics, statisticians, and statistical agencies are
usually too fragile (o survive without serious damage and the problems engendered are likely to last a long time. As
Stolzenberg [1990, 33} has observed “statistical types are poorly suited to imposing peace on warring politicians.”

Two recent examples can be cited: The thirty-year struggle to carry out an acceptabie population census in Nigeria
and the growing political hostility in the United States to the population census and the United States Bureau of the
Census. It is not mere coincidence that both examples relate to population censuses. Population censuses are undoubtedly
the largest and most visible statistical activities in a country. Thus problems, real or perceived, with the census easily
become highly public problems. Also the results of population censuses often play an important role in the public and
political life of a country, by providing a basis for dividing resources, identifying important minorities, and charting
long-term trends.

(1) Nigeria

In 1982, about 10 years after Nigeria's 1972/73 census, the country's National Population Commission, the agency
responsible for taking the next census, organized the National Conference on the Philosophy of Population Census at
the University of Ibadan. ‘The rationale for this candid and open discussion of sensitive issues is stated in the Vice
Chancellor’s welcoming address [Arowolo and Daramola, 1982: xil:

It is common knowledga that the Issue of generaling rellable and acceptable population census dala has eluded every
govamment effort In this country, The colonial populalion censuses were no more than gross eslimates . . . and auihorities
bellave thatl population figures thus generated undemated the numerical strengih of Nigera. The postindependance
poputation censuses on 1he other hand, hava sulfered from political manipulation. . . . Your Commission, therefore, has the
very difficult task of providing a potllically acceptable and statistically valid answer to this question: How many Nigerans. By
organizing this cenference In which exparts from our universitles, policy makers, politiclans and people wilh varying dagress
of professional interest in the subject . . . are lo parlicipate In discussing the census issue, your Commission has taken a step
in the right dlrection.

Although the Conference also touched on some of the technical problems involved, many participants gave primary
attention to political factors. Indeed, the view of Katcha [1982: 188] that “unless something is done to depoliticize the
Nigerian census, there may be no hope of having successful censuses in the country” was held by other participants
{Falodun, 1982: 13; Oleru, 1982: 79].

Several features of the Nigerian situation were identified as contributing to the politicalization of the census: (1) “the
allocation of parliamentary representation and seals . . . are presented as the real essence of census taking (Okore, 1982
34]"; (2) “the prominence accorded to the population factor in various revenue sharing schemes . . . has become one of
the most explosive political issues in Nigeria since independence [Katcha, 1982: 188]”; and (3) “the census is often
viewed as a weapon in the hands of the central government used to reward friendly states and punish hostile ones. Thus,
it is a common belief that the census is a sham aimed at fooling the general public, while the . . . figures released . . . are
those presented by the government [Duze, 1982: 501." Refiecting the longstanding nature of many of these issucs, several
participants at the Conference considered that the problems identified by Udo [1968] and Yesufu [1968) concerning the
1962 and 1963 Nigerian censuses remained valid in 1982, The depth of the problem, morcover, can be grasped from
Udo's assertion that these two censuses “engendered so much internal friction that the very survival of the Federation
was threatened [1968: 97].” Perhaps the Nigerian experience is best summarized in the words of Duze [1982: 53] “when
too much emphasis is placed on the census, there tends to be [a] problem”, words that carry a message of universal
significance for politicians and census-takers alike.

A number of proposals were offered al the 1982 Conference to improve the next census. These included: removing
or reducing “the impact of the census on revenue allocation among states (and local governments within states)
{Okorafor, 1982: 62]'; introducing a range of constitutional changes; addressing the attitudes and behavior of politicians,
civil servants, and the press; carrying out communications, publicity, and educational efforts; and making several
technical changes in census procedures.

The aclual census was carried out in November 1991, after four years of technical preparations and a public
education effort that was launched by the Nigerian President in May 1990. Preliminary results were released in March
1992. It appears that, over-all, the enumeration wen far better than in previous censuses. However, major problems Aid
occur in selected, identifiable areas. At this point the National Popuratic » Commission is attempiing Lo deal with these
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probiems and to complete the processing and review of the final census results. In view of the history of suspicion
concerning censuses in Nigeria, the Commission’s task is not a simple one,

While it is difficult for an cutsider to assess the pros and cons of each point made at the Conference, it is clear that
the observations made by one participant:

Nigarta Is not the only country with a fadaral system of govammant nor with diverse ethnic groups within her borders. The
United Stafes of America has both characteristics. That counlry has fifty states and parhaps as many athnlc groups as Nigeria.
Butowing to the political davaiopment of the country and the maturity and patrotism of her ieaders, that country’s constilution
has not only proven workable, but has also baen a great source of national unity. It has been amendad only a few tmas over
a perlod of two hundred years. Ona may tharafore concluds thal the difficuity in depoliicizing the census Issue In Nigarla lles
not so much in the political structure and constitution of Nigeria as tha immaturily, lack of patiotism and selfishness of our
potitical teaders [Arowolo and Daramola, 1982: ezl

somewhat over-simplify the situation. As the next several paragraphs make clear the paraliels between the recent
experiences of Nigeria and the United States with respect to certain issues of statistical policy are perhaps closer than
the citizens, politicians, and census-takers of either country are aware,

(2) United States

Over the past two decades there has been increasing political dissatisfaction with the federal statistical system and
particularly with the US Bureau of the Census. Initial dissatisfaction within the US Congress and among local political
officials contributed to unhappiness among the wider public, particularly around each recent decennial census. In time,
this political criticism of the Census Bureau was also fueled by the public’s unhappiness. Undoubtedly, some of the
problem relates to broader dissatisfactions by the public in the United States with governmental activities in general,
However, it is clear that there are several aspects of the dissatisfaction with the Bureau of the Census that arose
specifically because of statistical policy issues and from the interaction between statistics and palitics in the United
States. :

A major source of the problem as it exists today was the increased use in the 1970's of statistically-driven formulas
to allocate federal funds among states, localities and other population sub-groups. The additional burden placed on the
statistical system was enormous. As de Neufville [1987: 349] noted, although congressional representation always had
depended on census data, “the allocation formulas added significantly to their consequences, putting them in vivid and
comprehensible form. Every person not counted would mean doliars lost from the community.” Over 39,000 local
Jurisdictions had a stake in the allocation process for the revenue sharing program alone [Nathan, 1987: 335]. Congress
and local officials were abruptly made aware of the intricacies and uncerainties of large-scale statistical operations,
when they discovered that the final formula allocations for about one-third of these jurisdictions were changed from
those used 1o write the legislation just months earlier because of revisions in 1970 census results that arose as part of
the normal processing of the census [Anderson, 1988: 2241,

In commenting on the developments of the 1970’s and carly 1980's Bonnen [1984: 21] argues that;

His worth asking why politicians have chosen to move haif to three-quartars of the {ederal budget into automalic, or neary
automalic, statistically determined allocation processes . . . The annual allocation of fedaral expendifures has becoms so
politically cosily that politicians altempt to push these decisions away from themselvas by establishing “automatic” slatistical
procedures for making political dacisions. It is politically safer and more expedient to use statistical lormulas and Indexss lo
avold annual brawls. Once ths formula or index Is established by law, this fiight from polilical responsibllity dumps many
paiitical conflicts onto the stalistics and the stalistical agancy Involved,

Although the words are strong, others have come to similar conclusions.

Simultaneously, a series of court decisions and successive amendments (o the 1965 Voting Rights Act focussed
attention on another aspect of census results. As Thernstrom [1987] relates, reliable counts of the population classified
by cthnicity down to the city block level were required by State and local governments as wel! as by the courts to carry
out mandated redistricting at state and local levels across the United States. Of course, the only source for such data was
the 1970 Census. Here again the issue quickly became one of the accuracy of the census, particularly in light of
well-established differential census coverage rates by ethnicity.

The political attention and heat put on the census results and on the US Bureau of the Census and its staff were
intense. Because it was too late to do much about the 1970 Census when the political storm broke, attention focussed
on preparations for the 1980 Census [Anderson, 1987: 176]. The ensuing controversies had some positive impacts,
although it is doubtful that they werc recognized at the time, particularly by Census Burcau of ficials caught up in trying
to carry out their technical and logistical functions in the rou gh acean of politics. These positi e developments in-luded

Page 32




Politica and statistics: independence,
doepaendence or Interaction?

improved efforts at census coverage, resulting improvement in overall census completeness, improved data on minority
populations, and a number of important books by participants and observers (see, for example, Alonso and Starr [ 1987],
Anderson [1988], Choldin {1994], Congressional Research Service [1980], and Mitroff et al [1983]).

However, the costs were heavy also. Among these was the creation of a deep and enduring mistrust by many,
including key Congressional leaders, of the competence and in some cases the integrity of the Census Bureau staff and
the statistical system itself. This mistrust was a significant factor during preparations for the 1980 and 1990 Censuses
and during the first phascs of preparations for the 2000 Census {Choldin, 1994: 237-238]. Another inevitable
consequence of carrying out census tests and preparations under close and heavy political review was a degree of
legislative micro-management, leading to sudden policy changes and added costs.

As has been pointed out by others [Congressional Research Service, 1980 and Anderson, 1988], the US census has
been at the subject of political controversy in the past. With a few exceptions, these controversies focussed on the results
obtained rather than the methods used to achieve them. At the same time, it may be recalled that the Census Bureau
made its most stunning advances in improved quality and efficiency when the executive, legislative, and judicial
branches were willing to accord its operations a greater degree of independence than that given in the past quarter century.
After all, a watchmaker attempting to repair a watch will probably perform the job better and more economically if even
a justifiably irate customer allows the repair to proceed in an atmosphere of relative peace and quiet.

The recent experience in the United States is in marked contrast to the events leading up to its first population census
in 1790. At that point the country was facing challenges potentially as divisive as those facing the country today or many
newly independent countries in the 1970's. A central issue al the constitutional convention was how to reach a political
compromise on power-sharing among the 13 former colonies, a few large and most small, that comprised the newly
independent nation. A compromise was reached: states given equal representation in the Senate and representation in
proportion to population in the House of Representatives; approval by both bodies needed to enact laws; and the President
elected by a method that gave power to the states in proportion to an appropriately weighted mean of the results of the
two allocation systems. The census results would determine a state’s relative power in the House of Representatives,
but as Moynihan [Mitroff et al, 1983: xxi} points out, the constitutional compromise provided that both “representatives
and direct taxes” would be apportioned according to these results. He also reminds us that this linking of representatives
and taxes was deliberate, quoting James Madison in Federalist No. 54: -

It Is of great importance (hat the Slates should fesl as litlle bias as possible to swell o reduce the amount of thelr numbers. .
. . By extending the wle to both, . . . the Slales will have opposile Interests which will control and balance each other and
produce the requistte impartiality,

(One may note two other conclusion that can be drawn from Federalist No. 54: first, that the framers of the United States
Constitution were aware that census enumerations were subject to error, and second, that it was possible to do something
to compensate for these errors.)

If the basic political compromises had not been reached, it is quite possible that the early census experience in the
United States might have evolved much like Nigeria's. Indeed, in connection with planning for the next population
census in Nigeria, Oleru [1982: 85] suggested “one way of making population numbers less of an asset for any state or
group is to share responsibilities, as well as privileges to the various components on the basis of their population.” Also,
as Starr [1987: 33] and de Neufville [1987: 349] have pointed out, in the United States today there are few incentives
10 have a small population enumerated and many to have a large one. Formally, this was the case after 1913 when an
amendment to the US Constitution repealed the provision for atlocating tax burden according to census results. However,
as noted earlier, the problem did not have a major impact until the early 1970's when the allocation formulas appeared
to establish that it was clearly morc advantageous to have a large population than a small one.

Despite the reliance the US Constitution places on the population census and hence on statistics, it scems clear that
the original intention was that statistics should be an input to informed political decision-making and not a substitute
for it. As Cassedy [1969: 214] points owt, James Madison, in Federalist No. 55, warned that *“nothing can be more
fallacious than to found our political caleulations on arithmetical principles.” Furthermore, the actual reapportionment
was the responsibility of Congress on the basis of census results [Anderson, 1988: 15-17] and not that of those responsible
for conducting the census itself. [ndeed, from 1790 to 1910 Congress itself was the final arbiter of the census figures
used for the purposes of reapportionment [Congressional Rescarch Service, 1980: 3]. However, after the 1920 census
the difficulties of reaching a political compromise were such that Congress shifted the basic responsibility for
reapportionment to the executive branch [Anderson, 1988: 149-157].

To my mind the basic lesson of these two cxamples is clear: once the lion of politicalization is loose in the streets,
it is difficult to return it to the forest. In Nigeria, the ccnsus problem has not been resolved fully, although overall the
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1991 census was far better than its predecessors. In the United States, political hostility to the census and the Bureau of
the Census remain and the Census Bureau has become increasingly subject to the control of political appointees in the
US Department of Commerce, even though the recent censuses have had improved coverage and the role of the
statistically-driven allocation formulas has been reduced. In both cases, an important initial source of the problem was
the over-reliance on population census results to resolve issues of power-sharing and resource-sharing within the
country, particularly when these same issues were not resolved directly by normal political processes. How quickly each
country can achieve a state of statistical normalcy is unclear, although both countries appear to have made at least some

progress,
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Annex I1I, Selected international agency experience *

An examination of the relationship between statistics and politics in the work of international agencies is important
in its own right and, by providing some indication of the similarities and differences between factors operative at the
international and national levels, it can help us belter understand the issue in both contexts.

Perhaps the two biggest differences between official statistical work at the national and international level is the
nature of governance and the number and nature of respondents. International organizations hasically have at most ahout
200 respondents (in other words reporting countries), atthough some organizations such as OECD and Eurostat have
many fewer. These respondents are very unequal in power and in the ability to provide sound, reliable and timely
statistics. Al the same time, this relatively small number of respondents constitutes both the “clectorate’” and governing
body of these organizations. In fact, the difference in governance at the national and international level is more than the
size of the electorate. At the national level, members of legislative bodies are elected, at the international the members
of the legislative and other governing bodies are appointed, usually from the diplomatic corps.

Statistical work at the international leve] is highly decentralized, both sectorially and geographically. Among the
international organizations, great variations exist in terms of main mission, uses being made of data, statistical and
analytical capabilities, breadth of subject-matter and geographic coverage, and whether the adversarial or cooperative
model of datacollection is used, These variations, of course, influence how each agency deals with political and statistical
activities and their interaction.

Despite the highly political character of the United Nations as a forum for international debate and decision-making
and much of the work of its Secretariat related to these tasks, UNSTAT and its staff have been able to collect, compile,
and disseminate data largely frec from political interference and controversy [Seltzer, 1994]. Over the nearly fifty years
of its existence, UNSTAT has had to deal with basically four major types of political concerns raised by Member States
or by Secretariat authorifies: (1) names used to refer to countries or areas, including the designation of national capitals;
(2) territorial scope of couniries, areas or cities; (3} data shown or not shown; and (4) hiring and promotion of staff.

Given that the Member States are represented at the United Nations largely by diplomats and that most senior
officials in the Secretariat were diplomals at some point in their career, it is not surprising that the first two areas of
concern predominate by far. Understandably, these concerns have concentrated on those issues of nomenclature and
territory over which there is an international dispute. Over the years UNSTAT has sought and received guidance from
the Organization’s Legal Council as well as other competent authoritics in the Sccretariat on such matters, UNSTAT
has never claimed to be the competent authorily on nomenclature and territorial issues. Its sole concern in this matter
has always been to obtain a prompt agrecment on concise and intelligible names and footnotes.

Far more rarely, an Ambassador has written to the Secretariat objecting (o the numbers shown in an UNSTAT
publication. At Jeast for the past two decades, the decisions of the Director of UNSTAT on how 1o respond to such
complaints have always been supported by the Under-Secretary-General responsible for UNSTAT. There was only one
instance when a Senior Official from another part of the Secretariat threatened political retribution against UNSTAT if
it did not respond to his (reasonably well-founded) complaint that data published by UNSTAT in the mid 1980’s for
Namibia uncritically accepted the population figures provided by South African authorities.

Despite this over-all positive assessment, on a few occasions issucs have arisen in connection with UNSTAT's
ongoing compilation and dissemination work which had or were perceived by some to have had an adverse impact on
its ability to carry on its responsibilities. Over the last twenty-five years there have been three notable examples. After
the Peoples Republic of China was accepted into the United Nations in 1972, data for Taiwan were as a general rule not
shown separately, a practice strongly denounced by the New York Times.b Second, at one pointin the carly 1970's the
release of the United Nations Demographic Yearbook was held up for several months while a solution was sought for
the treatment of data for the then divided city of Berlin. Finally, at another point toward the end of that decade the release
of an early issuc World Statistics in Brief was delayed for several weeks while the treatment of Jerusalem was reviewed.
In addition, because of the potentially divisive issue of national boundaries for United Natjons Member States, UNSTAT
has generally refrained from the use of maps to present statistical data.

The factors contributing to the relative freedom of UNSTAT from political controversy are similar to those operative
at the national level, In the case of UNSTAT, the primary factors are: (1) the definition of its mission; (2) its location
in the Secretariat; (3) the high regard for the professionalism of its work within the Secretariat; (4) the existence of the
Statistical Commission, and (5) the ability 10 invoke examples from good national practlices.

From the start, UNSTAT was seen as “necessarily be(ing] the centrac unit in the world statistical syslem'. ... There
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should be an effective central statistical organization in the Department of Economic Affairs. . .[which] shouid serve al
organizations and Departments of the United Nations” [Rice, 1946: 26]. This formulation simuitaneously placed
UNSTAT in an analytically—rather than a politically-oriented Department and it emphasized that UNSTAT was
providing services (o a broader set of users than its host Department. Over the years, UNSTAT's basic mission and
location have remained unchanged, although the Department in which it has been located has changed, at least in name,
five times. Indeed, one of the major challenges facing the Director and staff of UNSTAT in recent years has been to
help the series of Under-Secretaries-General who had administrative responsibility for UNSTAT to become aware that
this responsibility entailed the maintenance of a distinct and professionally independent statistical function. Three out
of the last four of these Under-Secretaries-General came (o the post with a diplomatic background, and it is to their credit
that they recognized the special nature of UNSTAT’s status thereby ensuring the continued credibility of the organiza-
tion’s statistical service. The fourth Under-Secretary-General, as a former chief statistician, was fully aware of the policy
issues involved.

Although UNSTAT is committed (o publishing official data provided by countries, it checks these data for internal
inconsistencies within the limits of available resources. At times, UNSTAT will delay publishing certain data until such
inconsistencies or major methodofogical uncertaintics are resolved. Where appropriate, official national data arc
accompanicd by estimates (where sound methodologies for developing such estimates exist), by footnotes, and by
data-quality flags of one sort or another. These practices evolved over many years and were endorsed as a formal policy
by the Statistical Commission’s Working Group on Intemnational Statistical Programmes and Coordination in 1992
[United Nations, 1993: paras. 77-80) and recognized by the Commission itself in 1993, albeit with a reservation
expressed by one member [United Nations Economic and Social Council, 1993: para. 30b).

Alithough most correspondence between member states and the United Nations Secretariat is carried out through
formal diplomatic channels, the Director of UNSTAT has always been able to write directly to the national statistical
services of governments. The Director has also been able to write direct] y to the statistical services of other international
and regional agencies and users of its statistical and methodological outputs as well as to technical advisers in country
or regional projects. Equally important, statistical oulputs have always been issued in the name of UNSTAT, without
any sort of external pre-publication review of the statistics and estimates contained therein. Any other practice would
clearly be inconsistent with the original and continuing mission of UNSTAT as well as the ideas embodied in the
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics. With regard to the hiring and promotion of staff the situation is far more
complicated since the authority of the Director is limited to making recommendations, which must be supported by the
Under-Secretary-General and approved by the central personnel administration [United Nations, 1988: paras. 81-116].

The situation with regard to the statistical activities in the United Nations specialized agencies is roughly parallel
to that in UNSTAT, although except for the ILO, statistical work is more decentralized. A number of the operational
agencies and programs of the United Nations also camry out statistical activities, including data compilation and
dissemination. As observed in connection with similar activities at the national level, in some cases this work is treated
as a quasi-independent statistical function, in others as something indistinct from the agency’s policy, advocacy, and
promotionat functions. Consequently, there are great variations in the professional credibility of this work.

With regard to the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, some other factors are also involved. Both
require that countries provide certain data to them, in the case of IMF as a condition of membership, in the case of the
Bank as condition for receiving loans. Otherwise, however, lhe arrangements in the two organizations are quite distinct.
In the IMF there is a full-fledged statistical service headed by a statistician reporting to the Managing Director and with
an experienced professional staff. Thus, in the case of the Fund its central statistical operation is committed and able to
place a high emphasis on statistical integrity. In the World Bank, there is no central statistical service. While there are
a number of staff members with ability and commitment to normal standards of professional statistical integrity and
credibility, the organization as a whole does not appear 10 assign special priority (o this aspect of data. Certainly, there
is no organizational unit within the Bank with central responsibility for data and statistical integrity,

Currently, there are two additional major actors in international statistics: OECD and Eurostat, With regard to
OECD, a major reorganization of its statistjcal operations look place about two years ago, with a view to improving
coordination of statistical activities within the organization and with other international agencies. This reorganization
also involved the establishment of a senior-level Chief Statistician post. The primary mission of the OECD is policy
research, analysis and recommendations. Moreover, it proclaims professional excellence one of its distinguishing
institutional virtues. Indecd, unlike a number of other internationa organizations, OECD uses no explicit nationality

quotas in the hiring of its professional staff. Accordingty, OECD ag; cars, at least in theory, 1 he less subject 1o aniny
of the threats to statistical integrity that affect international orpizations of i more political or opevational cliaccter
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The case of Eurostat, the central statistical service of the European Commission, is of special interest both because
of its importance and its new and evolving natwre. Eurostat is headed, like UNSTAT and ntost other international
statistical organizations, by a professional statistician. Although nationality quota requirements were waived for the
appointment of the current chief statistician of Eurostat, the appointment of his immediate deputics has been subject o
these requirements, as were the appointments of al} his predecessors.

Eurostat’s Director-General and staff have always expressed a commitment to the ideals of professional integrity
and credibility. For example, De Michelis in the introduction to Als [1992: 2] writes that: '
It Is Eurostat's lask to prepare the ground for the davalopment . . . ot high quality Community statlstics that are sdentifically

unquestionable, meet user's requirements, are free of any politicat pressure from Inlerast groups and use well eslablished
methods and sources,

However, at times in the past, they appeared not to be fully aware what this commitment entailed. Part of this may be
related to the imperative of community integration which appears to motivate both the political ieaders and staff of the
Commission. In the words of Als, “European statistics still has to win its independence from mainstream European
administration [1992: 151].” In addition, because of the rigid, politically-mandated national quota system, over the years
a number of senior staff below the Director-General level had little or no experience in deating with threats to statistical
integrity.© Statisticians need to be able to quickly identify and reject ideas and proposals, whether advanced in the name
of Euro-patriotism or national patriotism, that pose potential threats to statistical integrity or credibility.

Two examples of failures to internalize some of the normative values of official statistics and the Fundamental
Principles can be cited. Problems of confidentialily were characterized by Eurostat in 1980 as “irreconcilable” with user
requirements [Commission of the European Communitics, 1991:7] and in 1985 as “hampering the production of
statistical data {247]", rather than a public trust of singular importance to the profession. Eurostat appeared (o be willing
lo begin to address the issue at the Community level only after strong, persistent, and unanimous efforts by the heads
of the national statistical offices of the twelve Communily member countries in their regular meetings organized by
Eurostat [24; 119; 227, 237, 261-262; 272; 282-283]. It should be understood that no one in these discussions ever
accused Eurostat of actually divulging or otherwise compromising the individual responses obtained by a national
statistical office a under pledge of confidentiality, The problem was that Eurostat did not seriously address, or even
appear to really understand, the concerns of the national statistical offices on the subject,

Similarly, the minutes of these same meetings during the period 1980-1989 give a picture of Eurostat as a statistical
agency with insufficient distance from the Community's political center for the long-term health of both policy and
stalistics. Whether the issue was the statistical implications of the single market, particularly, intra-community trade
[1991: 34, 47-48, 120, 137-138, 258-259; 268; 272-275; 295-296; etc.], the statistical implications of the common
agricultural policy [248-252], or the use of the GNP as a basis for assessing Member Countries [1991: 379-3811, there
was an appearance, if not the reality, of an unusually dependent statistical service in the context of Western Europe.

With the growing maturity of Eurostat and the Commission on issues of statistical policy we would expect that the
Director-General of Eurostat will more frequently be emphasizing the applicability of the Fundamental Principles of
Official Statistics to all, not just to “decision makers in transition countries [Franchet, 1994: 256]." We should also
expect to see Eurostat, as the statistical service of the European Union, define its role as serving the statistical needs not
only of the central administrative and political leadership of the Union, but also of the various ‘opposition parties’, to
borrow a phrase from the national context.

a The present annex provides an extensive review of on the experence of UNSTAT and only a highly selective review of the
comparable experience of other international or regional agencies working in statistics. The reason for this unbalanced treatment is
simple. The author has more direct experience with UNSTAT.

b Despite this editorial denunciation, it is difficult o consider that, in the context of official statistics, this is really a violation
of political impartiality. Successive Directors of UNSTAT have seen itas essentially a legal matter, likening it to the way a national
statistical office would respond te constitutionally correct changes in its own country's internal boundaries.

c As mentioned earlicr, a politically-mandated national quota system also has ar adverse impact on the filling of vrofessional-
le. o statistical posts in the United lations Secretarial. In recent years, the impact on Eurostat appeared (o be more damaging because
" 2 pool of under-represented countries in the Community was smaller than in the United Nations.
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