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Introduction 

The NSDS approach has been developed by the PARIS21 Consortium since its inception in November 

1999, with a major milestone being the central role given to NSDSs in the Marrakech Action Plan for 

Statistics that was adopted in February 2004. NSDSs are dynamic processes to strengthen statistics across 

an entire national statistical system (NSS). An NSDS provides a vision for where the NSS should be in 

five to ten years and sets milestones for getting there. It presents a comprehensive and coherent 

framework for continual assessment of evolving user needs and priorities for statistics and for building 

the capacity needed to meet these demands in a coordinated and efficient manner.  

It is crucial that the NSDS process be stakeholder driven. Both NSDS design and implementation should 

be done in a participatory and inclusive manner, to guarantee the ownership of the process and to ensure 

the delivery of relevant, effective and sustainable outcomes. Statistical information needs are therefore at 

the heart of the NSDS process and, so long as the needs for measuring the progress of societies are 

identified, and their importance recognized, prioritised and funded by stakeholders, NSDSs can play a 

fundamental role in those measurements, backed up by national and international research and guidance 

on the new measures of progress. 
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NSDSs – the story so far 

The NSDS approach was developed to improve strategic planning of national statistical systems and their 

coordination and coverage; and to mobilise national and international resources to enable developing 

countries to respond to weaknesses in their production and use of statistics. The value added of the NSDS 

approach is that it incorporates lessons learnt about inclusive, participatory development processes and 

integrates statistics and statistical capacity building into national development policy and strategy 

processes, such as national Poverty Reduction Strategies and sectoral policies; and global needs such as 

for monitoring the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The NSDS guidelines follow best practice 

in organisational development and management; and build from earlier statistical capacity processes, 

including the UN’s Fundamental Principles for Official Statistics and IMF’s General Data Dissemination 

System, specifically the statistical improvement plans, and Data Quality Assessment Framework; and 

earlier regional initiatives such as the Addis Ababa Plan of Action for Statistical Development in Africa 

in the 1990s.  

The Marrakech Action Plan for Statistics (MAPS) was agreed in February 2004 at the second 

International Roundtable on Managing for Development Results. MAPS called for all low income 

countries to design and implement NSDSs, with a view to having better data to monitor progress towards 

national and international development goals by 2010. By mid-2009, 33 out of 78 low income countries 

and 23 out of 39 lower-middle income countries were implementing an NSDS. A further 18 low income 

countries and 7 lower-middle income countries were either designing an NSDS or awaiting its adoption. 

The NSDS approach looks at statistical capacity building through a development and management 

lens; and looks at development policy and best management practices through a statistical lens - all in 

pursuit of better development outcomes.  

 

Some countries are now on their second or third generation Strategic Plan and evidence shows that 

subsequent NSDSs show improvements in ambition, achievement and scope - for instance by extending 

strategic planning beyond the National Statistical Office in the direction of the entire NSS for a truly 

integrated NSS. Examples of this are the progress of implementing NSDSs in Uganda, Malawi, 

Mozambique, and Lao PDR. 

Measuring the progress of societies 

There are a number of on-going international processes to consider how better to measure the progress of 

societies, including the Commission on Measuring Economic Performance and Social Progress, chaired 

by Nobel Prize-winning economist Joseph Stiglitz, which was created as an initiative of the French 

government. At the national level, stakeholders will need to resolve what measuring the progress of 

society means for their country. 

Economic indicators such as GDP and economic growth currently play a prominent role as proxy 

measures of a nations’ overall well-being, but take insufficient account of social and environmental 
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concerns, including sustainability, and of the distribution of income and of individual well-being. This 

will require an accurate and representative set of indicators for a society, which will be especially 

challenging for developing countries, the constituency covered by NSDSs.  

It is apparent that both quantitative and qualitative data, including objective and subjective data, are 

needed on the quality of life (or well-being) to respond to the statistical and information needs to better 

measure the progress of societies. 

 

This is a key issue for democracy – the electorate needs to be better informed about economic and social 

progress in order to hold its policy makers accountable for their policies. While there has been a big 

improvement in the availability of statistics generally over the last 20 years, there are still major gaps and 

quality issues even in the traditional economic measures. These weaknesses have been highlighted by the 

global financial crisis and are a key issue in considering sustainability and environmental concerns.  

Measuring the progress of societies may require new thinking about the boundaries of what constitutes 

―official statistics‖ in order to capture and interpret broader measures of social progress. This means 

shifting some emphasis from measuring economic production to measuring the multiple dimensions of 

peoples’ well-being, including their political voice, relationships, expectations and perceptions. If the 

results of development efforts should be better well-being, then the definition of development needs to be 

revisited to actually reflect peoples’ concerns. Significant additional investment in statistical systems will 

probably be needed to better prepare statisticians for dealing with different aspects of progress. At the 

same time, many developing countries are struggling to catch up with the already heavy data needs… 

How can the NSDS process contribute to better measurement of the progress of societies? 

The NSDS process advocates for better strategies for better data. The NSDS should provide a framework 

for all collection and dissemination of official statistics, however defined nationally, to under-pin 

consistency, coordination and efficiency. New demands for data to measure the progress of societies 

should be incorporated into this framework, while recognising that this may take official statistics and 

government statisticians and institutions into new areas of qualitative data collection and indicator 

production.  

The Commission on Measuring Economic Performance and Social Progress urges continued efforts and 

investments to improve and extend the range of statistical data bases and indicators; and hopes to 

influence statistical policies in both developed and developing countries and international organisations. 

However, currently, few statisticians know what new demands will be made on them. 

Many developing countries are still suffering from chronic weaknesses typified by a vicious cycle of 

underfunding and weak supply of statistics leading to low demand and little incentive for increased 

resources for statistics. Many of the poorest and most vulnerable countries, who are most in need of good 

statistics, are in the worst position to produce and use them. Such countries must focus on breaking out of 

the vicious cycle by using more, better coordinated and better spent resources to produce better statistics 
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and to increase the demand for statistics. To start with they will need to concentrate on statistics that are 

the highest priority for their key users, and often they may need to focus on the basics – such as, in the 

context of national accounts, GDP. This is evident in the slow implementation of the 1993 System of 

National Accounts. For instance, as of March 2004, only 84 out of 207 countries and territories 

worldwide (41%) had implemented the 1993 SNA
1
. 

The NSDS guidelines do not advise countries on what statistics they should collect, or how they should 

collect them. These decisions are left for national stakeholders to make, taking account of the particular 

needs of their country, including their priorities and resources, as well as international recommendations, 

norms and standards.  The expectation is that decisions on what statistics to collect and how to use and 

present them will be made through an inclusive, participatory process involving government, private 

sector, academia, civil society, etc. with tough decisions made at a senior level, for instance by a National 

Statistical Council; with decisions on concepts, methods and standards  left to the appropriate technical 

experts. These same national stakeholders should also consider the new, complementary data needs to 

measure the progress of societies, backed up by national and international research and guidance.  

Meanwhile, there are some concrete steps that NSDS design and implementation teams can take, 

including: 

 Firstly, improvements in terms of availability, quality and use of existing household survey data 

could be easily achieved through the use of new and appropriate tools. The ADP (Accelerated 

Data Programme) — established as another of the recommendations of the Marrakech Action 

Plan for Statistics— could contribute to fill some important gaps. Currently 52 countries are 

participating in this programme’s first phase, which assists countries to develop documentation, 

archiving and access to household survey data. 

 Secondly, while recognising that the work of statisticians has changed considerably over the last 

20 years, with increasing demands at both national and international levels, national statisticians 

need to adapt quickly to: 

o more fully integrate sectoral data, especially administrative data, into their national 

statistical systems;  

o contribute to the production of sets of qualitative data or indicators already identified 

nationally, for instance those already collected through small-scale and unofficial 

surveys; and  

o promote better coordination between statisticians, policy-makers, civil society and the 

media. 

                                                           

1
 Economic Commission for Africa, “Report on implementation of the 1993 System of National Accounts”, paper 

E/ECA/CODI/4/11taken at the Fourth Meeting of the Committee on Development Information 
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 Thirdly, by pursuing advocacy, which is important as a strategic issue, because change is needed: 

awareness-raising efforts will be necessary to ensure greater participation and involvement of 

stakeholders in NSDS processes, including considering how to integrate new measures of the 

progress of societies. 

Conclusion 

If measuring the progress of societies creates a national debate on priority statistical issues for each 

country, it should be reflected in the NSDS process where all national stakeholders concerned with the 

question of measuring development as a whole are involved. 
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