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SESSION 3.2. INNOVATIVE APPROACHES TO MEASURING POVERTY, WELL-BEING AND 
PROGRESS, AND IMPLICATIONS FOR STATISTICAL CAPACITY DEVELOPMENT  

 

Knowing In Time:  
How Technology Innovations In Statistical Systems Can Make A Difference In Development1

 
 

In many low- and middle-income countries, official statistics can often be old, of varying quality and 
reported with low frequency. Particularly, important welfare statistics — such as poverty, health, and 
unemployment — are often out-of-date. When policy makers do not know the realities on the ground, it 
is difficult to address them. Such a knowledge deficit is particularly pressing in countries prone to 
temporary shocks, such as economic crises, food shortages, weather events or social conflict — 
increasingly important development challenges where rapid policy responses are needed. Many 
traditional national statistical systems in developing countries lack the resources to undertake frequent 
data collection and production, mainly due to institutional capacity, costs and technological limitations. 
 
New opportunities for addressing these challenges have emerged with the rapid expansion in mobile and 
internet connectivity and the rapidly declining costs of innovative survey technologies. This is impacting 
societies and business all over the world and is also dramatically changing the possibilities for both 
producing and disseminating statistics in new, faster and cheaper ways. The most obvious such 
development is mobile phone penetration, which has skyrocketed in the developing world. Globally, the 
number of mobile phone subscribers has grown from 1 billion in 2000 to over 6 billion in 2012, of which 
nearly 5 billion are in developing countries (World Bank, 2012). Hardware costs have also dropped 
dramatically. Such technological advances mean that traditional paper and enumerator surveys can be 
complemented with new ways of collecting data that are faster, cheaper and can be conducted more 
frequently.  
 
This paper sketches out some possibilities and presents some case studies of how National Statistics 
Offices can collect faster, more frequent data, and considers the challenges with such approaches. 
Experiences from several countries suggest that these technologies can dramatically advance statistical 
production in even the most challenging institutional and capacity-constrained environments. The paper 
reviews the successes and lessons from such initial experiences and sketches a way forward for how such 
technologies can be deployed to produce more timely statistics where it is needed the most, and as such 
gives policy makers the knowledge they require to act in time.  
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