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By Enrico Giovannini, Chief Statistician of the OECD

In 2001 the OECD launched a new “corporate” statistics strategy.  The main objectives of this strategy were to: improve the quality of OECD statistical products, increase the efficiency of OECD statistical activities, design and implement a new statistical information system, enhance the key role of the OECD in the international statistical network and improve the job satisfaction and quality of work of OECD statistics staff.  Significant progress has been achieved over the last eighteen months and in May 2002, the Secretary-General of the OECD confirmed the quality of OECD statistics as one of the main priorities of the Organisation in his “strategic document for 2003-2004”.

In this framework, actions have been undertaken to improve the partnership with international and national statistical organisations.  In particular, since October 2001, the OECD Statistics Directorate established the Statistical Advisory Group (SAG), which comprises of Heads of National Statistical Offices (NSOs), of eleven countries (Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Italy, Japan, Korea, Norway, Switzerland, United Kingdom and United States).  The SAG is a forum for debating issues such as: data and metadata collection policies, reduction of the reporting burden, and the enhancement of the efficiency of collection systems; data and metadata dissemination policies, to maximise user satisfaction, and to improve the quality and transparency of OECD statistical outputs; new research projects to meet emerging user needs and to increase the international comparability of statistics.

The New High Level Group Meets

The conclusions of the SAG meetings recommended that the Statistics Directorate organise a first meeting of the OECD High Level Group on Statistics, with the participation of the Heads of NSOs (or Deputies) of all OECD countries and several International Organisations.  This meeting took place on Thursday 13 June 2002, and the discussion was focused on initiatives undertaken by the OECD, working on the framework of the statistics strategy, and on substantive issues (all papers presented at the meeting are available on the OECD web site http://www.oecd.org/EN/documents/0,,EN-documents-notheme-15-no-20-no-0,00.html .  In particular, the following topics were analysed: 

· the development of the first OECD Statistical Programme of Work;

· the design of the “quality framework” for OECD statistics;

· the role of the OECD in international co-operation in statistics;

· the future strategy for the OECD on data and metadata collection;

· the dissemination policy for statistics at national and international level; 

· the OECD/Eurostat programme on Purchasing Power Parities.

On the first topic, the HLG congratulated the OECD Secretariat on the development of the first OECD Statistical Programme of Work (OSWP).  The programme covers all the OECD statistical activities and is a fundamental instrument for managing a decentralised statistical system, such as that of the OECD.  In addition, it plays an important role in presenting to outside users a comprehensive picture of OECD statistical activities and outputs.  The Statistics Directorate prepared the programme, while other relevant Directorates provided the necessary information through an electronic questionnaire for each line of activity.  The information collected through the questionnaire concerns: a brief description of the activity; expected improvements and changes with respect to the previous year and the meetings scheduled; the existing co-operation with other international bodies (if any); the characteristics of the data and metadata collection, management and dissemination; the expected output (publication, database, etc.).

The classification used to present activities has been derived from the UN classification of statistical themes and it is currently in use on the OECD web “Statistics Portal”.  In 2002, about 90 activities were identified.  A synthesis describing the activities is available at …. , while the OSWP database containing the detailed information will be made available to OECD governmental bodies.  This will represent an important tool for agencies in charge of co-ordinating statistical activities, as well as for all public bodies using OECD statistics.

The Group’s Priorities for OECD Statistics

The HLG recommended improving the content of the OECD Statistical Work Programme for future versions, in particular detailing the main developments expected for the reference year, and suggested particular areas of work on which NSOs would like to see the OECD focus.  They include: the “bridge” function that OECD can play between the EU, North America and the Pacific Rim countries in the harmonisation of statistics across these areas; labour costs and prices; comparability of short-term economic statistics; evaluation and comparability of GDP growth in real terms; price indices and output indicators for services; measurement of productivity; and statistics to measure globalisation processes.

The Quality Framework

The HLG welcomed the development of the “quality framework for OECD statistics”. In fact, improvement in the quality of OECD statistics is one of the main objectives of the current statistics strategy.  OECD statisticians presently devote a significant part of their effort to quality improvement at an individual level, but whilst these initiatives will undoubtedly enhance quality, the absence of a common framework within which we can systematically assess, compare and improve OECD statistics is a weakness in our statistical system.  A lot of work has been done in recent years to apply the concept of quality to statistical data.  For example, the IMF, Eurostat, Statistics Canada and other NSOs have identified various sets of data quality components and have adopted quality frameworks to improve their organisations and the quality of data produced.  The OECD quality framework benefits from this work.

For an international organisation, the quality of statistics disseminated depends on two dimensions: the quality of national statistics it receives and the quality of its internal processes for collection, processing, analysis and dissemination of data and metadata.  The OECD framework focuses on improving the quality of data collected, compiled and disseminated by the OECD through an improvement of the Organisation’s processes and management, though there will be a positive spillover effect on the quality of data compiled at national level.  The framework is envisaged as having four elements: a definition of quality and its dimensions; a procedure for assuring the quality of proposed new statistical activities; a procedure for evaluating the quality of existing statistical activities on a regular basis; and internal quality guidelines covering all phases of the statistical production process.

Given the work already done by other statistical organisations, the OECD has adopted a definition of quality based on eight dimensions (Relevance, Accuracy, Credibility, Timeliness, Punctuality, Accessibility, Interpretability, Coherence), specifying what these dimensions mean in the specific OECD context.  In addition, procedures for assuring the quality of already existing and new statistical activities have been identified.  In particular, we defined the main steps in the development of statistical activities, identifying possible quality concerns for each of them and the possible instruments to help statisticians in addressing them were identified.  In coming months, guidelines will be prepared for each step of statistical activities, taking into account already existing good practices within the OECD and in other statistical agencies. 

The HLG gave some suggestions on the implementation of the quality framework.  In particular, it was stressed that the framework should be intended for assessment of internal OECD procedures, not as a basis for assessing data produced by NSOs.  Therefore, its implementation will not in itself result in any additional demands for metadata from NSOs, while for quality assessment of national data produced by NSOs, the OECD will support the development and use of a common set of quality dimensions and indicators by all international agencies.  Finally, the HLG will follow the development of the OECD Quality Framework and review the progress in one or two specific fields at the next meeting of the Group. 

Raising Awareness of Technical Co-operation

Discussing the role of the OECD in international co-operation in statistics, the HLG noted the extensive program of activities that the Statistics Directorate has planned for 2002.  In particular, there are three country programmes (Russia, China and Ukraine) and regional programmes for the Commonwealth of Independent States, Baltic States, Balkans, South East Asia (with the main focus on the eight ASEAN countries plus India) and Latin America (with the main focus on Brazil, Chile and Argentina).  The co-operation activities cover the following subject areas: National accounts, Non-observed economy, Business tendency surveys, Composite leading indicators, Purchasing Power Parities and Short-term statistics. 

The HLG stressed that there is insufficient awareness by Member governments of the need for technical co-operation in statistics.  The OECD should create opportunities to use its prestige to convince senior officials in national capitals to pay more attention to statistics.  The addition of a statistical component in the OECD Global Forum Governance, already planned for 2003, was also seen as a useful way to reinforce this message.  In addition, the OECD should continue to draw on the expertise of statisticians in Member countries in its co-operation programme.  Finally, special attention should be given to the development of co-operation with the so-called “Big six” countries (Brazil, China, India, Indonesia, Russia, South Africa).

Data Sharing

The HLG also discussed future strategies for data and metadata collection.  Improvements in this field need to be considered from two perspectives, from that of the receiving organisation (the OECD), where each receiving unit has several contacts within Member countries, and from that of the national or international organisation that provides the data (who may service several different units in the OECD, and, in some cases, other international organisations).  Therefore, achieving greater efficiency (in the OECD) whilst at the same time minimising the reporting burden of the source organisation requires actions by both sides, and possible tradeoffs.

The discussion has been focused on the so-called “data-sharing” model where, for example, the source agency uploads their data to a repository that would be accessible to a number of international organisations.  The repository could simply be the Internet.  The data made available by each source agency need not use the same format or even be in the same physical database.  If data were in the same format it would be possible to present the data as a common database.  A simple form of the data-sharing model is the situation where national statistical institutes place all required data on the Internet in their web databases.

In addition, activities for improving data collection within the OECD in the short-term focus on implementing improvements in the efficiency of data transmission processes.  Work here entails expanding corporate access to existing source agency on-line databases, encouraging those agencies to expand the range of data and metadata in those databases and providing efficient data extraction tools.  On the other hand, further improvements in internal co-ordination are envisaged, through use of information from the Statistical Work Programme questionnaire. 

In the HLG a large consensus in favour of the “data sharing” model to maximise the efficiency of data collection carried out by international organisations.  The scale of work in the implementation of this model could be large and there is a need, among other things, to prioritise work and identify areas where gains are practicable for both the OECD and Member country agencies, identifying a small number of key, concrete projects that would demonstrate the benefits of wider implementation.  In this context, priority should be assigned to the “National Accounts World Wide Exchange” project and to short-term indicators, eventually within the framework of the SDMX initiative launched by the OECD, the IMF, Eurostat, UN and Bank for International Settlements. 

A Task Force on Dissemination Policy

Finally, the High Level Group on Statistics congratulated the OECD Secretariat on the work done on the definition of a new dissemination policy for statistics at the OECD.  This policy should meet three different objectives:

· disseminate as widely as possible the statistics collected and elaborated autonomously by the Organisation, adopting high quality standards to facilitate their accessibility and interpretability;

· enhance the credibility of the OECD as a source of high quality statistics reflecting economic, environmental and social performance in Member countries and in selected non-Members;

· contribute to the development of a culture of  “informed decision making” at national and international levels, both in governmental and non-governmental bodies.

· In meeting these objectives, the statistics dissemination policy has to be conducted:

· in the most cost-effective manner, in accordance with OECD general publishing policy and with the financial and budgetary regulations and requirements of the OECD Council.  Maximum use should be made of online dissemination possibilities;

· ensuring that the user community in general can have free access to “basic” statistical information collected and/or originally produced by the Organisation;

· maximising the co-operation with other national and international data providers.  In particular, free access to all statistical products has to be given to all national governmental bodies (included NSOs), as well as, subject to reciprocal arrangements, to international organisations.

The High Level Group on Statistics recommended those issues regarding dissemination policies, and in particular pricing policies, be followed up by a Task Force.  The Task Force will report to the next HLG meeting and will benefit from the conclusions that will be reached by the Eurostat “Reflection Group” on dissemination and by the Eurostat/UNECE meeting on “Statistical Output for Dissemination to Information Media”.
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