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How to get started 
Forums are quite commonplace these 
days, but really useful ones are rare. 
We tend to think of Davos or Porto 
Alegre, or perhaps even the OECD’s 
own annual public forum. We imagine 
headlinemaking topics, on climate 
change, security, society, 

telecommunications or business 
innovation. But the OECD World Forum 
in Palermo was different than most, for 
it had as its billing the rather 
unspectacular subject of statistics.  

Curiously, the Forum was a hit.  

                    Statistics, Knowledge and Policy: 
OECD World Forum on Key Indicators 

The first World Forum on Key Indicators 
Statistics, Knowledge and Policy” was 
organised by the OECD in Palermo, 
Italy in November 2004 
(www.oecd.org/oecdworldforum). It 
was attended by more than 540 highly 
qualified participants from 43 countries 
and followed via Web cast by several 
thousand people all over the world. 
The main goal of the Forum was to 
support capacity building for all sectors 
of government and society in general 
in pursuit of better information to guide 
decision making and operations of 
major countries. To achieve this goal, 
world class representation from the 
social, economic, cultural and political 
communities was invited. At the heart 
of the forum were more than 150 
invited speakers, discussants and 
chairpersons. Keynote speeches were 
given by Donald J. Johnston 
(Secretary-General of the OECD), 

The First World Forum on Key Indicators 

David M. Walker (Comptroller General 
of the United States) and Jean-Claude 
Trichet (President of the European 
Central Bank).  

The Forum addressed key issues for the 
development of modern democracies 
including: the transparency and 
accountability of public policies; 
people’s abilities to understand the 
characteristics and the evolution of 
their societies; and the role of the 
media in developing fact-based 
knowledge among citizens. All these 
issues require a special effort by 
modern societies to develop high 
quality statistics, to develop a shared 
knowledge about the state and the 
development of the society and to 
build accountable decision-making 
processes based on reliable statistical 
evidence. 

“An investment in 

knowledge pays the 

best interest” 

Benjamin Franklin  

Donald J. Johnston, Secretary-
General of the OECD introduces 
keynote speaker Jean-Claude 
Trichet, Present of the European 
Central Bank 

 
Teatro Massimo,     
Palermo 

 “I know of no safe 
depository of the 
ultimate powers of the 
society but the 
people themselves; 
and if we think them 
not enlightened 
enough to exercise 
their control with 
wholesome discretion, 
the remedy is not to 
take it from them, but 
to inform their 
discretion by 
education.” Thomas 
Jefferson. 

 

Progress measuring progress 
By Enrico Giovannini, Chief Statistician of the OECD 
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People inevitably turn to statisticians to 
sort out what is measurable and what 
is not. But given the stakes, everyone 
wants to be involved.  
 
Hence the interest in Palermo. And the 
overarching question was: how can 
we measure our lives better? 
 
True, our life expectancy is higher, we 
seem healthier and smarter, and many 
countries are richer. But are we really 
making progress? Even in developed 
countries, we sense that the progress 
we have made is uneven, and 
perhaps not sustainable or secure. 
How can we be sure? Without sound 
data, advice sounds rhetorical, and 
policy prescriptions ideological. 
 
There are several ways to measure the 
overall situation of a country, but three 
attract particular attention. The first 
extends traditional economic 
accounts based on GDP, for instance, 
to capture the environmental or social 
concerns. A second way is to develop 
composite indicators of wellbeing that 
combine detailed information into a 
single measure. And the third seeks to 
identify a certain number of key 
indicators covering economic, social 
and environmental domains, without 
deriving any particular single measure. 
Each of these approaches has 
strengths and weaknesses. 
 
The first approach is quite an 
investment in terms of the amount of 
data to be collected and the 
resources needed to make them 
coherent. It encounters theoretical 
and practical difficulties in expressing 
some aggregates in monetary terms, 
such as environmental resources. And 
while it may be very powerful 
analytically, for instance, for simulating 
the economic, social and 
environmental effects of different 
policy measures, it is hard to see how 
such a complicated approach could 
easily win over governments, investors 
or the public. 
 
Composite indicators seem more 
attractive from this perspective, as 
they can combine a wide range of 
indicators – even “apples and 
oranges” – into a single measure. 
Human development indices and 
quality of life indicators are produced 
this way. They lend themselves easily to 
rankings among countries, and are 

Don’t Miss the Forum 
Website 

 

Visit the OECD World Forum 
Website to learn more the 2004 
event: 

•  Detailed agenda 

•  Speaker biographies 

•  Forum proceedings 

•  Knowledge base of 
background reading 

•  Official sponsors 

www.oecd.org/oecdworldforum 

 

The OECD World Forum on Key 
Indicators 2007 is already taking 
shape. Be sure to check the 
Website regularly to follow our 
progress. 

 

 

Enrico Giovannini, Chief 
Statistician of the OECD thanks 
the participants for attending 
the gala dinner. 

 

For nearly four days, despite sometimes 
complicated technical presentations, 
the great amphitheatre holding the first 
OECD World Forum on “Statistics, 
Knowledge and Policy” was packed. 
Like in all good forums, business people 
and civil society activists, government 
officials, policymakers and experts 
converged at the magnificent Teatro 
Massimo to interact, network and busily 
exchange arguments and ideas. The 
media watched closely and, according 
to our data (yes, more counting), 
thousands of people from all over the 
world followed the debates live from 
their desktops. 

 
Heartening stuff for us statisticians, but 
why such broad interest? Quite simply, 
this forum was not about the 
environment, or social exclusion, or new 
technology. Rather, it was about all of 
these things, about the data that underly 
our knowledge, and hence, our action. 
The point is that today the role of 
statistics goes well beyond the 
production of figures, and touches upon 
people’s everyday lives. 
 
When governments set a new budget, 
when households decide which school 
their children should attend, when 
businesses invest, when NGOs launch 
campaigns: all these decisions are often 
based on some sort of statistical 
information, which we turn into 
knowledge and use to inform our 
choices. 
 
We live in a data-rich world in which 
ordinary people have become familiar 
with notions like GDP, or inflation rates. 
There seems to be no shortage of 
surveys, on the cost of living, on 
corruption, economic freedom, or on the 
state of our hospitals. There are surveys 
on the environment, or even on how 
depressed or happy we feel. But people 
quickly see the limits of such surveys. 
Some of them are serious, others are 
there just to entertain us, but which ones 
should we take seriously? And they paint 
so many different pictures about us that 
we end up being confused. 
 
On the other hand, people want to see 
statistics that capture the quality of their 
lives, and not just any one aspect. They 
want to measure progress based on a 
fuller picture of where they stand. 
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“In such a complex 
environment, a single 

model or a limited set of 
key indicators is not a 

sufficient guide for 
monetary policy. Instead, 

an encompassing and 
integrated set of data is 
required.” Jean-Claude 
Trichet, President of the 

ECB 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Building a credible economic policy 
for the euro area has depended on 
good statistics, a solid analytical 
framework and sound judgment. There 
have been challenges, and more lie 
ahead. 

Central bankers, like all other 
policymakers, operate in an 
environment of high uncertainty 
regarding the functioning of the 
economy, as well as its prevailing state 
and future development. In addition, 
the second half of the 1990s and the 
first years of this century have been 
characterised by structural changes, 
some of them on a global scale, others 
confined to Europe, all of which have  

loved by journalists and readers alike. 
On the other hand, they can be very 
misleading, depending on the 
selection of indicators and weights 
used to aggregate the results. Their 
authors exercise their own tastes and 
judgments, yet do not always warn 
readers how individual components 
might distort the final results. So, if air 
quality gets a high weight, this may 
benefit the position of countries with 
low urban density. 
 
An intermediate approach is the 
choice of sets of key indicators, based 
on a more holistic view of what matters 
most for development and progress in 
each country. It has the advantage of 
covering a wide range of topics – say, 
20-30 or so – without the need of 
estimating individual weights. For 
instance, countries might focus on a list 
that covers economic growth, 
healthcare, air pollution, youth 
employment and new investment. The 
responsibility of making a 
comprehensive performance 
assessment lies with the users, 
according to their vision, expectations 
and culture. Such key indicators may 
not provide a single measure of 
progress and do not have the 
methodological soundness of some 
accounting frameworks; but they are 
gaining popularity because they 
provide stakeholders with a 
manageable amount of information 
whose selection reflects their choices, 
while providing a yardstick against 
which performance can be openly 
scrutinised. As David Walker, the US 
Comptroller General, would put it, such 
indicators help people keep score. 
 
The OECD is working, in one way or 
another, on all these approaches. We 
produce statistical measures of 
economic, social and environmental 
conditions in both countries and sub-
regions. We undertake methodological 
research on accounting frameworks 
and composite indicators, and we hold 
international workshops, including on 
key indicators, with the Palermo forum 
being a prime example. Naturally, 
some critics wonder whether all of this 
work is nothing more than statistical 
overindulgence, with number 
crunchers just looking for yet new ways 
to skin the same cat. There is certainly a 
danger of statistical overload, and of 

according too much importance to 
certain figures. As some speakers at the 
forum showed, governments and other 
decision-makers can over-react to the 
power of numbers, too easily allowing 
rankings and targets to set policy 
priorities. 
 
But what counts most is to know how to 
treat numbers, and to develop the 
knowledge we need to act on them. 
As European Central Bank President, 
Jean-Claude Trichet, points out, good 
decisions also depend on good 
judgment. At the same time, there is so 
much we do not know, and such are 
the uncertainties of life, from climate 
change to market behaviour, that no 
one can afford to be complacent. 
 
The Forum in Palermo demonstrated 
that statistics represent a fundamental 
tool in developing knowledge, in doing 
so making better evidence-based 
decisions possible. Statisticians do not 
take the decisions, but they do an 
important job. As Thomas Jefferson 
said, “I know of no safe depository of 
the ultimate powers of the society but 
the people themselves; and if we think 
them not enlightened enough to 
exercise their control with wholesome 
discretion, the remedy is not to take it 
from them, but to inform their discretion 
by education". 

 

How can we “keep score” 

of society’s progress? 

 
1. Traditional economic accounts 

Pro: analytically powerful 
Con: Too complicated for policy 
makers and the public to use 

2. Composite indicators of “well-
being” 

Pro: loved by journalists and 
readers 
Con: Can be misleading due to 
selection of indicators and 
weights 
 

3. Sets of key indicators 
Pros: Can cover wide range of 
topics without weights; 
manageable amount of 
information the public can use. 
Con: Can be difficult for a wide 
audience to digest. 
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European monetary policy: 
How statistics are used 
By Jean-Claude Trichet, President of 
the European Central Bank 



 

 
“Nothing exists until it is 
measured”, Niels Bohr 

 

 

 “Statistics are raw material 

for the creation of 

knowledge, just as steel is 

raw material for 

manufacturing 

automobiles.” Donald J. 

Johnston, Secretary-

General, OECD 
 
 
 
“Many, probably the great 
majority – of bad statistics 
are the result of confusion, 

incompetence, 
innumeracy, or selective 
self-righteous efforts to 
produce numbers that 
reaffirm principles and 

interests.”  
Joel Best’s book Damned 

Lies and Statistics 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

shocks. For one thing, their focus 
may be too narrow, in a way that 
makes them unduly selective. A 
partial representation of the 
economic structure can only 
partially help in monetary policy 
decision-making, notably in real 
time. (…) 
 
Another example is provided by the 
many pitfalls that come with using 
“synthetic” indicators of inflationary 
pressure. The most famous of these 
“synthetic” indicators is the so-
called output gap. The output gap 
can be defined as a measure of the 
deviation of the aggregate output 
of an economy from the maximum 
level that would be consistent with 
price stability. This maximum level is 
then the “potential output”. When 
current output is above potential, 
the pressure on the scarce 
resources should then translate into 
an increase in prices, that is, 
inflation. (…) 

Unfortunately, we cannot assume to 
know the potential output. The best 
we can do is to try to estimate the 
output gap by using observations of 
many other correlated variables. 
We all know how imprecise and 
model-dependent this estimated 
measure can be.  It would then be 
dangerous to derive monetary 
policy decisions from such an 
indicator. (…) 

A second reason why models – 
and the synthetic theoretical 
constructs that accompany them 
– may often be elusive guides for 
policy lies in the fact that they are 
subject to rapid obsolescence, as 
the structure of the economy is 
subject to permanent change. 
We central bankers, like private 
agents, need to learn constantly 
about the environment in which 
we operate. (…) 
 
If this is of the essence for all central 
banks, this is particularly true for the 
ECB, which has been put in charge 
of the monetary policy of a totally 
new economic entity. 
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added to the normal sources of 
uncertainty. (…) Disentangling the 
shocks that continually hit the euro 
area economy and assessing their 
impact on the risks to price stability 
in real time remains a very 
demanding task, in spite of the 
progress made in statistical data 
compilation, economic theory and 
econometrics over the past 
decades. 
 
In such a complex environment, a 
single model or a limited set of key 
indicators is not a sufficient guide for 
monetary policy. Instead, an 
encompassing and integrated set 
of data is required. The 
development of statistics for the 
euro area and the future priorities 
for further enhancements reflect this 
requirement. A rich set of timely 
statistical data is a necessary, but 
insufficient, precondition for sound 
monetary policymaking. Only if the 
information is structured and 
analysed in a consistent way will 
monetary policymakers be in a 
position to take the most 
appropriate decisions to obtain 
their policy goals. (…) 

Monetary policy and data 

If we lived in the world of 
macroeconomic textbooks, a few 
simple models with a limited set of 
variables would be a sufficient basis 
for monetary policymaking and the 
statistical requirements could be 
kept to a minimum. As we all know, 
the real world is much more 
complex and, therefore, information 
needs are much more elaborated. 
(…)  
 
The economy is never at rest. A 
multitude of disturbances of diverse 
nature affect the economy all the 
time: financial shocks, demand 
shocks, supply shocks, etc., and 
these cannot easily be distinguished 
in real time, let alone foreseen. 
 
In their attempts to identify 
disturbances and track how they 
spread through the economy, 
central banks are assisted by 
models. But too often, existing 
models are not sufficiently 
sophisticated instruments to identify  

The creation of EMU represents a 
major structural change for the 
European economy and a great 
challenge to policymakers. Nobody 
could tell, at the outset, to what 
extent the introduction of the single 
currency would affect the 
functioning of the single market of 
goods and services, or the very 
nature of financial markets or price 
and wage-setting behaviour across 
the euro area. (…) Such a situation 
has called for a cautious 
interpretation of model results and, 
even more importantly, for a broad 
information basis in order to cross-
check the interpretation of various 
pieces of information. This implies a 
need for detailed and high-quality 
statistics for the euro area. 
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distance from the executive branch 
agencies that we audit and 
oversee. On top of that, as 
comptroller general, I serve a 15-
year term, which gives the agency 
a continuity of leadership that is rare 
in the US government. The 
comptroller general can be 
removed from office only by 
impeachment, and then only for 
very specific reasons. This job 
security allows the comptroller 
general and GAO to take a long-
term view and to bring attention to 
a range of complex, and sometimes 
controversial, issues. 
 
GAO is in the knowledge and 
information business, so we are very 
familiar with the subject of national 
indicators. GAO reports have 
credibility because the information 
they contain is professional, 
objective, fact-based, nonpartisan, 
non-ideological, fair and balanced. 
(…) These core values – 
accountability, integrity, and 
reliability – supplement the 
professional standards we follow 
and represent a higher calling. 
 
Although every nation has its own 
approach to ensuring 
accountability at various levels, 
including government, (…) a set of 
meaningful and reliable key 
national indicators can be 
indispensable to that effort. 
 
Timely, useful and reliable 
information is the single most 
powerful tool we have to assess 
progress and strengthen 
accountability. Supreme audit 
institutions have a special role to 
play in developing this information. 
(…) Frankly, how a nation keeps 
score counts. Keeping score is the 
only way to maximise performance 
and ensure accountability. Facing 
facts is essential. If a nation doesn’t 
keep score, how will it know what it 
is trying to achieve? If a nation 
doesn’t keep score, how will it know 
how it’s doing? If a nation doesn’t 
keep score, how can it find the best 
solutions and get the best results 
with limited resources? 

  

 GAO is sometimes called the 
“investigative arm of congress” or 
the “congressional watchdog” 
because GAO helps congress 
oversee the rest of the US federal 
government. For more than 80 
years, GAO has worked to fight 
corruption, speak truth to power, 
and promote transparency in how 
government does business. Simply 
stated, we try to make government 
work better for all Americans. To this 
end, GAO provides congress with 
oversight of agency operations, 
insight into ways to improve 
government services, and foresight 
about future and emerging 
challenges facing our nations and 
our citizens. 
 
Most GAO reports go beyond the 
question of whether federal money 
is being spent appropriately to ask 
whether federal programs and 
policies are meeting their objectives 
and the needs of society. GAO’s 
work is done primarily at the request 
of congressional committees or is 
mandated by public laws. But we 
also undertake our own audits, 
research and investigations into 
issues that we think deserve greater 
attention and public debate. For 
example, we have been keeping a 
close eye on the US government’s 
worsening financial condition and 
fiscal imbalance and a range of 
other challenges, from healthcare 
to homeland security to human 
capital. 
 
The scope of GAO’s work today 
involves virtually everything the US 
government is doing or thinking 
about doing anywhere in the world. 
You might be surprised to know that 
GAO analysts have been in Iraq 
recently, looking at everything from 
military logistics to contracting costs 
to the UN’s oil-for-food program. 
 
At GAO, our independence is 
crucial. After all, how can a 
supreme audit institution be 
effective without an appropriate 
degree of independence? To begin 
with, GAO’s location in the 
legislative branch gives us some  
  

Maximising national progress and 
strengthening accountability in the 
21st century will require both 
reflection and action. To begin and 
sustain this process, we will need to 
answer and continually improve our 
answers to several basic questions. 
 
At the most basic level, are we as 
individuals and public servants 
doing what we can to maximize our 
contributions to society? Would our 
consciences be clear tonight if we 
knew we were going to be held to 
account for our contributions 
tomorrow? 
 
Next, are our public institutions, 
including government, guiding 
progress in a responsible way? And 
are our public institutions getting 
real results with the resources and 
authorities they have been given, 
and are they able to prove the 
progress they claim? 
 
At the same time, are our nations 
doing everything they can to fight 
corruption and make the best 
possible use of their resources? Are 
policymakers pursuing worthwhile 
public policy goals in a way that 
avoids shifting an unfair burden of 
debt onto our children and 
grandchildren? 
 
Finally and more broadly, how can 
the many societies, races and 
religions that share this planet work 
together to pursue a greater good 
that benefits all mankind? In a world 
that grows smaller every day, it 
seems to me that every human 
being – whether it’s a factory 
worker in China, a banker in Brazil, a 
farmer in France, or an auditor in 
America – is increasingly linked by 
issues of mutual concern. 
 
As comptroller general of the United 
States, I head the Government 
Accountability Office, more 
commonly known as “GAO.” GAO 
is an independent agency in the 
legislative branch. Among other 
things, we’re essentially the 
supreme audit institution for the US 
government. 
 

Keeping score: Key indicators, accountability and progress  
By David M. Walker, Comptroller General of the USA 
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The Trouble with Targets 
By Simon Briscoe, Statistics Editor, 
Financial Times 
Performance indicators may be 
useful, but despite their appeal, 
setting targets can be tricky, as well 
as misleading. 
 
Targets were given a kick-start and 
increased political importance by 
the new Labour government in 
1997, with its election pledges on 
jobs and hospital waiting lists, and 
became especially important in 
1998 following the first 
comprehensive spending review 
and the original publication of 
Public Service Agreement (PSAs). 
Both the 2004 budget and spending 
review emphasised the 
government’s continued 
enthusiasm for them. (…) 
 
Despite the general support for the 
government’s use of targets many 
people have serious reservations 
about their operation in practice. 
There are allegations of cheating, 
perverse consequences and 
distortions in pursuit of targets, along 
with unfair pressure on professionals. 
League tables and ranking lists are 
often seen as untrustworthy and 
misleading. The increase in 
accountability and transparency 
which targets in theory bring, and 
should be invaluable, has been 
marred by insufficient heed being  

cultures. The first is the scientific 
culture, in which the dominant 
value is knowledge. The second is 
the political culture, in which the 
dominant value is power. The third is 
the policy and strategy culture, in 
which the dominant value is 
problem solving. If we are to 
successfully bridge these three 
cultures, we will need to build 
common ground based on shared 
values like accountability. 
 
By adopting key national indicator 
systems, we will be able to generate 
quality information that can help 
individuals, institutions and nations 
accelerate progress and make 
better choices when it comes to 
their futures. We will also create 
knowledge that both informs and 
constrains the exercise of power 
and ensures that no one is above 
the law and everyone is 
accountable for results. (…) 

 knowledge is needed. In the case 
of the United States, these areas 
include ensuring fiscal sustainability, 
enhancing homeland security, 
stimulating economic growth, 
creating fulfilling jobs, improving 
education and innovation, 
delivering quality and affordable 
health care, strengthening 
competitiveness, protecting the 
environment, and promoting quality 
of life. 
 
With access to solid facts and 
results-based information, we 
increase our chances of developing 
well-framed questions, conducting 
appropriate analyses, making good 
decisions, arriving at effective 
solutions, and creating 
accountability for results. In my 
view, political leaders, the press and 
the public throughout the world 
have a vital interest in seeing that 
key indicator systems are adopted. 
 
Key indicator systems are already in 
place in several sectors in the 
United States and in other countries. 
Despite this progress, the United 
States still lacks a key indicator 
system at the national level. As a 
result, in some areas we’re flying 
blind, like an airplane pilot without 
an instrument panel. This must 
change if we expect to maximise 
government’s performance and 
ensure its accountability. 
 
But change does seem to be on the 
way. The US Key National Indicators 
Initiative is moving ahead. Also, 
during the past two years, GAO has 
been working with the US congress, 
executive branch agencies and 
prominent professional groups, such 
as our national academies, to study 
the key indicator systems of 
selected cities, regions, states, 
nations, and supranational 
institutions. (...) 
  
The report is called “Informing Our 
Nation: Improving How to 
Understand and Assess the USA’s 
Position and Progress.” Yesterday, 
we issued this report to the US 
congress and posted it publicly on 
the Internet. (…) 
 
In the future, we will not only need 
to work to overcome geopolitical 
divisions but also three dominant 
often competing professional 

From a broader perspective, 
keeping a nation informed is 
essential to any culture that values 
accountability and progress. Honest 
and transparent reporting also helps 
to build public trust and confidence 
both in government and all sectors 
of society. 

This bedrock principle of informing a 
nation and its citizens is nothing 
new. It’s a matter of common sense 
that has been around for centuries. 
But as we enter a period of new 
national and global challenges, the 
need for an informed citizenry has 
acquired a renewed importance 
and meaning. 

Today, information is collected and 
shared at the speed of light. 
Through the Internet, massive 
amounts of data are now available 
to anyone, anywhere, anytime. But 
this information is often fragmented, 
provided by multiple sources with 
wide variations in quality, scalability 
and comparability. 

Key national indicators can help us 
to better understand which 
programs, policies and functions 
are working and which are not. 
When seen in the aggregate and as 
part of a broader portfolio, key 
national indicators can provide a 
fuller and fairer view of how well a 
nation is doing and how its political 
leaders are planning for the future. 
Such information can educate 
policymakers and the public about 
the appropriateness, affordability 
and sustainability of a nation’s fiscal 
path. Key national indicators can 
also help elected officials make 
tough but necessary policy choices. 

There’s simply no substitute for 
understanding the big picture – that 
is, the position and progress of a 
nation as a whole. The challenge 
and the opportunity before us are 
to build sophisticated information 
resources and key indicator systems 
that yield vital insights that 
transcend specific economic 
sectors, public and private 
institutions, and national borders. 

There are many areas in which the 
stakes are high and better 
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given to the risks of over- 
interpretation in the presence of 
large, often inadequately reported 
uncertainty. As the Royal Statistical 
Society said, “Good performance 
monitoring is productive for all 
concerned. Done badly, it can be 
very costly, ineffective, harmful and 
destructive.” A subsequent report 
from the RSS offered practical 
solutions for resolving critical issues in 
target setting and in the design, 
analysis and reporting of 
performance indicators, against 
which current and future 
performance monitoring of the 
public services could be judged. 
(…) 
 
Targets can be of different types 
and importance. The most 
important group is public service 
agreements made between the 
treasury and government 
departments. But beyond that there 
are targets announced by the 
prime minister, other ministers or 
heads of non-departmental bodies, 
those included in white papers and 
other reports, those set by Labour in 
opposition or at party conferences 
or other political events. The 
government said in March 1999 that 
it had set 350 policy targets and 175 
efficiency targets. (…) The number 
of targets has since been cut. 
 
The Public Administration 
Committee made a number of 
recommendations in its 2003 report, 
including ensuring greater local 
autonomy to construct more 
meaningful and relevant targets, 
making sure they are as few as 
possible and focus on key 
outcomes, widening the targets 
consultation process to involve 
professionals and service users, and 
reforming the way in which targets 
are set to move away from the 
simplistic hit-or-miss approach. The 
committee also called for common 
reporting standards on targets and 
an independent assessment by the 
National Audit Office of whether 
and how far targets have been 
met. These hopes, along with the 
committee’s desire to see a more 
mature political debate about the 
measurement culture based on a 
better understanding of targets as 
tools to improve performance, has 
yet to be fulfilled. 

There are a number of fallings. 
 
A lack of clarity about what the 
government is trying to achieve and 
risks to equity: There is no 
guarantee that a reliance on 
national targets will promote 
greater equity. A national target 
can be met in more than one way 
and some of them promote greater 
equity than others. For example, a 
10% improvement in services can 
be achieved if all providers improve 
equally. It can also be achieved if 
some units do disproportionately 
well while others fail. If top 
performers improve most, the gap in 
the available service quality will 
widen between citizens in different 
parts of the country. 
 
Failure to provide a clear sense of 
direction and a clear message to 
staff: Targets can never be 
substitutes for a proper and clearly 
expressed strategy and set of 
priorities – they can be good 
servants but are poor masters. 
Targets should drop out of the 
business plan and not the other way 
round. Local people need to feel 
the centrally imposed targets reflect 
sensible aspirations if they are not to 
be counterproductive. Professionals 
need to feel ownership of the 
targets – they have often expressed 
concern that targets fail to take 
account of their special expertise 
and judgment. (…) 
 
Failure to focus on delivering results: 
Even if the government is achieving 
the majority of the PSA targets it has 
set itself, that does not mean that 
results are also being delivered. 
There are documented cases 
where the measurement ceases to 
be a means to an end and 
becomes the end in itself – more 
effort is being directed into ensuring 
that the figures produced have hit 
the targets than to improving 
services. (…) 
Another danger with the 
measurement culture is that 
excessive attention is given to what 
can easily be measured at the 
expense of what is difficult or 
impossible to measure 
quantitatively even though this may 
be fundamental to the service 
provided. The quality of patient 
care or the time devoted by a  
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“By adopting key 
national indicator 

systems, we will be 
able to generate 

quality information 
that can help 
individuals, 

institutions and 
nations accelerate 
progress and make 
better choices when 

it comes to their 
futures.” 

 
David M. Walker, 
Comptroller General of 
the USA 
 
 
 
 
 
“Good performance 

monitoring is 
productive for all 
concerned. Done 
badly; it can be 

very costly, 
ineffective, harmful 
and destructive.” 

 
Royal Statistical 
Society 
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The Teatro Massimo welcomed 540 
participants from 43 countries. 

teacher to a difficult child’s needs is 
not easily measured. (…) 
 
League tables and other simplistic 
measures: There is also a danger 
that any achievement short of 100% 
success is classified as failure. 
Simplistic approaches of this kind, 
with political and media charges 
about failure to fully meet the 
targets, can be profoundly 
demoralising to schools, teachers, 
police officers and hospital staff 
who have worked hard to achieve 
progress in the face of local 
difficulties. Crude league tables and 
star ratings can be particularly 
misleading and demotivating, as 
they tend to make everybody 
except the “league champions” 
look and feel like failures. (…) 
 
The measurement culture adapts: 
There is no doubt that the 
management culture has been 
adapting fast during the 1990s and 
is continuing to adapt. The number 
of PSAs has been reduced since 
they were first introduced in 1998 
and an increasing number of 
targets are now outcome or output 
related. (…)The publication of the 
pan-government FABRIC report in 
2001 provides guidance to 
government departments on setting 
targets. The report stressed the 
importance of reliable data and 
recommended the use of National 
Statistics where appropriate. (…) 
 
Editor’s note: Beyond this extract, Mr 
Briscoe goes on to recommend how 
politicians and statisticans could 
improve the practice of targeting, 
covering areas such as moving 
targets, leaking and spinning, and 
getting the data right. To read these 
recommendations and the rest of 
Mr Briscoe’s 12-page speech, 
please refer to the Forum 
proceedings. 

Measuring a nation's progress – 
providing information about 
whether life is getting better – is one 
of the most important tasks that a 
national statistical agency can take 
on. For almost 100 years, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics has 
been measuring Australia's progress 
through the multitude of statistics 
we publish relating to Australia's 
economy, society and environment. 
However, for the most part, our 
statistical publications have tended 
to focus on each of these three 
broad areas in isolation. 

To address this issue and to 
contribute factual information to 
the discussion on progress, the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
has produced two volumes of 
Measures of Australia's Progress 
(MAP), the most recent in April 2004. 
It plans to update the publication 
on an annual basis. (…) 

Key indicators: In our application of 
the suite of indicators approach, 
key aspects of progress are set out 
side-by-side and the links between 
them discussed; readers make their 
own evaluations of whether the 
indicators together imply that 
Australia is on balance progressing 
and at what rate. The approach 
makes no overall assessment about 
whether the array of statistical 
indicators presented implies that life 
is getting better or worse. Instead, 
the suite of indicators leaves each 
individual reader to apply their own 
values and preferences to the 
evidence, and to arrive at their own 
overall assessment of national 
progress. (…) 

The publication comprises an essay 
describing the ABS approach and 
why it chose the suite of indicators 
rather than alternatives. The essay 
also describes the process for 
choosing the dimensions of progress 
and the criteria for selecting 
representative indicators of 
progress. The publication then  

outlines a framework for measuring 
progress. 

Environmental progress equates to 
a reduction of threats to the 
environment and improvements in 
the health of our ecosystems. 
Economic progress equates to 
enhancing the nation's income 
(broadly Australians' real per capita 
levels of consumption) while at least 
maintaining (or possibly enhancing) 
the national wealth that will support 
future consumption. Social progress 
equates to increases in the 
wellbeing of the population; a 
reduction of threats to, and 
increases in social cohesion; and 
protection and enhancement of 
democratic rights. 

It then goes on to describe the most 
important dimensions of progress 
within each of these domains. 
Health is an example: “Health: An 
indicator describing how long 
Australians live while simultaneously 
taking into account the full burden 
of illness and disability, would be a 
desirable summary measure of 
progress. But although such 
indicators have been developed 
they are not available as a time 
series. Life expectancy at birth is 
one of the most widely used 
indicators of population health. It 
focuses on length of life rather than 
its quality, but it usefully summarises 
the health of the population.” (…) 

Measuring progress meant 
considering whether things were 
moving in the right direction or not. 
It did not require us to announce 
whether a certain level or pattern of 
activity is sustainable. This is a far 
more difficult question. The ABS did 
not feel confident about 
pronouncing on sustainable 
development when there is little 
consensus among experts about 
the term, other than very generally. 
Consider, for instance, greenhouse 
emissions. Most would agree that, 
other things equal, a reduction in 

Measures of Australia's Progress: Key economic, 
social and environment indicators 
By Dennis Trewin and Jon Hall, Australian Bureau of Statistics 
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greenhouse emissions represents 
progress. But, because of the 
uncertainties around global 
warming, it would be much harder 
to reach agreement about whether 
the reduced level of emissions was 
sustainable over the longer term. 
 
Second, a focus on progress 
allowed us to give more 
prominence to the health of the 
economy and environment than 
would usually be covered in a 
project focused on wellbeing or 
quality of life. 

It is unlikely that a discussion about 
wellbeing (used in its traditional sense) 
would cover economic indicators of 
productivity or competitiveness for 
example. (...) 

 
Even with the benefit of hindsight, we 
were pleased with how we developed 
the project. Nevertheless, there were 
important lessons learned:  
•  Maintaining objectivity is critical as 

is presenting the report as an 
assessment of progress in Australia 
rather than as a review of 
government performance. (…) 

•  Widespread consultation is 
necessary – not just with 
government agencies. (…) 

•   Balance and transparency are 
essential. (…)  

•  Treat the first publication as 
experimental and seek 
comments. Get it out rather 
quickly rather than trying to 
produce the perfect 
publication. (…)  

•  Listen to your critics even 
though you may differ from their 
points of view. Try to react to 
the criticisms. (...) 

•  Develop a media strategy. 
 

Australia's road MAP 

Dimension Headline progress indicator 

Health Life expectancy at birth 

Education and training People aged 25-64 with a vocational or higher education qualification 

Work Unemployment rate 

National Income Real net disposable income per capita 

Financial hardship 
Average real equalised weekly disposable income of households in the second 
and third deciles of the income distribution 

National wealth Real national net worth per capita 

Housing No headline indicator (but a data based discussion of housing) 

Productivity Multifactor productivity 

The natural landscape 
Threatened birds and animals; annual area of land cleared; salinity, assets at 
risk in area affected by salinity; proportion of water management areas where 
use exceeded 70% of sustainable yield 

The Human Environment Fine particle concentrations, day health standards exceeded 

Oceans and Estuaries No headline indicator but a range of supplementary indicators are discussed 

International Environmental 
Concerns 

Net greenhouse gas emissions 

Family, Community and 
Social Cohesion 

No headline indicator but a range of supplementary indicators are discussed 

Crime Victims of personal and household crimes 

Governance, Democracy No headline indicator but a range of supplementary indicators are discussed 

 



 
 
 
 

“When I was Minister 
responsible for 
Science and 

Technology in 
Canada, we spoke of 

the ‘Information 
Society’.  Now we 

speak of ‘Knowledge-
based Societies’. We 

have learned that 
increasing information 
alone does not ensure 
any improvement in 

decision- making or in 
policy development.” 

 
Donald J. Johnston, 
Secretary-General, 

OECD 
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Statistics and Quality 
 
Statistics is information. But 
information is not knowledge as 
Einstein famously observed not so 
many years ago. Ideally, statistics 
should be unassailable facts upon 
which knowledge is based. 
 
If I may use an analogy, statistics 
represent the raw material for the 
creation of knowledge, just as steel 
represents the raw material for the 
manufacture of automobiles. But it 
is knowledge that takes steel and 
turns it into an automobile, and it is 
knowledge which takes the raw 
material of statistics and turns it into 
knowledge, and in a further stage 
into policy. 
 
Let me offer a specific example 
which will serve as a reference point 
for that conclusion. 
 
You are no doubt familiar with the 
concept of NAIRU, that is, the non-
accelerating inflation rate of 
unemployment. The theoretical 
underpinning of this formulation is 
that when unemployment declines 
to a certain level, the pool of 
available labour shrinks and workers 
have more leverage to obtain 
wage increases, with the result of 
upward pressure on inflation. This 
formulation is not universally 
endorsed it well illustrates the 
paradigm we are discussing here, 
namely, statistics or information, 
contributing to knowledge and in 
turn to policy. One begins with data 
on inflation and the level of 
unemployment. This is the raw 
material for developing knowledge 
about the relationship between 
them: the NAIRU.  As unemployment 
falls, central bankers will provide a 
policy response when they believe 
the NAIRU is being reached. 
Normally this will mean a tightening 
of monetary policy to control 
anticipated inflation. 
 
The reality is that policy responses 
will vary from country to country.  
But at the outset it is essential to 
ensure the quality of the raw 
material, namely the statistics from 
which knowledge is derived. 

If the unemployment or inflation 
numbers are wrong, the knowledge 
will be flawed and the policy 
response inappropriate. […] 
 
Statistics and Quantity 
 
One of the priorities of today’s 
global society is gathering and 
disseminating information. Some still 
believe that with more information 
we are better prepared to confront 
the challenges of the 21st Century.  
In 2004, the US Federal Government 
alone spent 4.7 billion dollars for 
financing statistical programmes.  Is 
the volume of information with 
which we are all inundated 
improving decision-making, 
governance, business strategies, 
standards of living? 
 
Many of us feel overwhelmed by 
the volume of statistics inundating 
us via television, print or the Internet. 
And we are producing more 
statistical information than ever 
before. Politicians strive to insert 
figures in every speech. Businesses 
use micro and macro data to make 
their decisions about investments 
and future production. NGOs and 
special interest groups parade 
statistics in front of the public every 
day in support of their cause of 
choice. How reliable are these 
statistics which so many marshal in 
support of their arguments?  […] 
 
Building Knowledge 
 
Albert Einstein had it right when he 
said “Information is not knowledge”. 
 
Information is structured and 
formatted data, whereas 
knowledge empowers its possessors 
with the capacity for intellectual 
and physical action.  I believe our 
thinking has evolved in the right 
direction over the past 20 odd years 
because, when I was Minister 
responsible for Science and 
Technology in Canada, we spoke 
of the “Information Society”.  Now 
we speak of “Knowledge-based 
Societies”. We have learned that 
increasing information alone does 
not ensure any improvement in 
decision- making or in policy 

Knowledge Building for Societies 
By Donald J. Johnston, Secretary-General, OECD 
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development. The knowledge 
economy is a system where 
knowledge has become the most 
important factor of production and 
the most important type of capital.  
 
The OECD is a knowledge building 
organisation.  Our 150 committees 
and working groups, composed 
essentially of officials from all the 
member countries, develop new 
statistics and also collect and 
disseminate these basic raw 
materials of knowledge.  The 
committees, often in consultation 
with other stakeholders such as 
business, labour, parliamentarians or 
public interest groups, also 
investigate policy challenges that 
face governments across the full 
range of economic and social 
policy.  They analyse and compare 
experiences in order to build 
knowledge about the policies that 
work and the ones that don’t work.  
This knowledge is often codified in 
OECD recommendations or 
guidelines.  And the OECD is sharing 
knowledge and experience with a 
growing universe of non-member 
countries so that our partnership is 
indeed becoming more global. 
 
The OECD does not have any 
regulatory power, nor the legal 
authority to impose concrete 
implementation of its 
recommendations and policy 
advice. Nevertheless, the OECD is 
widely recognized as one of the 
most influential international bodies 
in arming policy makers and public 
opinion with the information and 
guidance needed to face current 
and future challenges. What makes 
the OECD capable of advising the 
international community on such a 
wide range of issues? In short, I 
would answer: reliable statistics, 
strong analytical skills, good 
networking, serious international 
benchmarking, open minded policy 
dialogue and transparency. All of 
these elements are equally 
necessary and they can only be 
maintained over time thanks to the 
professionalism of staff working in 
the OECD Secretariat and the co-
operation of experts from member 
countries. 

As an illustration, I would cite one of 
the OECD’s most successful and 
well known initiatives - the PISA 
programme - aimed to measure the 
performance of students and of 
school systems.  A first round of 
results covering 43 countries and 
focussing on reading literacy was 
published in 2000; a second round 
covering 41 countries and 
emphasising mathematics will be 
published in few weeks time. 
Statistical results have been used 
both by the OECD and by other 
national and international users to 
develop analytical studies. In 
several countries in-depth reviews of 
the strengths and weaknesses of 
national education systems have 
been conducted after the 
publication of PISA results. Concrete 
initiatives have been undertaken to 
address the most serious problems, 
looking to those countries with the 
most positive results as examples. 
The PISA results generated an 
incredible amount of media 
coverage and stimulated public 
awareness about the quality of their 
students and school systems, also 
fostering the development and the 
use of statistical indicators to assess 
the performances of individual 
education institutes.   
 
This example demonstrates how a 
serious research programme, well 
sustained by relevant and reliable 
statistical information, can mobilize 
an incredible amount of resources, 
increase the quality of policy 
debate, help individual countries 
develop their own strategies to 
address key challenges, improve 
the public’s understanding of real 
problems, and, in short, to facilitate 
the chain “Statistics, knowledge 
and policy”.   
 
This successful story, which, of 
course, is not unique, also 
demonstrates the importance of 
partnerships and networking 
amongst different parties, both at 
international and national levels. As 
far as national networks are 
concerned, the key players are: the 
civil society, the business 
community, policymakers, the 
academic community and the 
media. 

Measurement of Economic and 
Social Progress 
 
The example of the PISA project 
also illustrates a well know 
statement of   Niels Bohr that 
“Nothing exists until it is measured”. 
I wish to come back to the 
measurement question, but this time 
in terms of what  nations, the OECD 
or the international community at 
large should measure. 
 
Many still harbour simplistic views of 
economic and social progress 
focusing on GDP. But what does 
GDP really tell us about economic 
and social progress? Not much. 
 
Some years ago, I attended a 
conference of Women Leaders 
from all over the globe. I well 
remember the plea of a young 
woman from a developing country 
who said:  “We are told that our 
country is developing at a 
remarkable rate, with GDP growth 
of 8%, but is this progress when we 
cannot drink the water, we breathe 
polluted air, raw sewage in the 
gutters and our streets are not 
safe?” 
 
Clearly, GDP is a useful yardstick for 
some purposes.  But today, our 
societies expect a more 
comprehensive understanding and 
measurement of progress. We need 
to refine our indicators to express 
what is important to people and 
what makes up their quality of life. 
[…] 
 
We must extend the concept of 
growth to that of progress of our 
society as a whole.  The great 
OECD family of partnership has over 
many decades, promoted the 
sharing of knowledge in order to 
increase not only the per capita 
incomes of member countries, but 
also the growth of healthy societies.  
I like to describe progress in terms of 
a triangle paradigm: anchored at 
one side by economic growth and 
on the other by social stability or 
social cohesion, with good 
governance ensuring the transfer of 
the benefits of growth to society as 
a whole. The synergies in this 
triangular paradigm are self-
evident: it is clear that economic 
growth is not sustainable unless it is 
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“International 
organisations, like the 
OECD, have to create 

global networks to allow 
local communities to 

discuss, share knowledge 
and identify best practices. 
They also have to promote 
the co-operation between 

countries in order to 
facilitate international 

benchmarking and 
comparisons.”   

 

Donald J. Johnston, 

Secretary-General, OECD 
 
 
 

“At the most basic level, 
are we as individuals and 

public servants doing what 
we can to maximize our 
contributions to society? 

Would our consciences be 
clear tonight if we knew we 

were going to be held to 
account for our 

contributions tomorrow?” 
 

David M. Walker, 
Comptroller General, USA 

 

 
One of two “Gala dinners” in 

Palermo 
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accompanied by sustained social 
development, and the latter is not 
sustainable without economic 
growth.  In brief, every economic 
policy must have a social objective.  
The paradigm itself must rest on a 
foundation of a sustainable physical 
environment – the biosphere. 
 
However, all of this begs the 
question: how are we to measure 
progress on economic, social and 
environmental fronts? […] It most 
assuredly cannot be done by GDP 
growth which would be akin to 
measuring the water in a deep well 
with a one meter rod.  
 
Once we are able to agree on a 
common knowledge base in each 
area derived from reliable statistics, 
then we can move on to the 
substantive issue: what do we mean 
by progress, the quantity we intend 
to measure?  
 
While there is much truth in that, 
and undoubtedly in physics, 
progress is a concept which varies 
according to the approach used to 
measure it. Nevertheless, progress 
on sustainable development 
encompasses, at least, three broad 
domains: the economy, the 
environment and society. […] 
 
What I have learned from […this] 
Forum is that these initiatives do not 
try to provide an “official” definition 
of progress valid for all and over all 
time, which is something that by 
nature cannot be assessed through 
figures and charts. What they 
attempt to do is develop a 
“coherent framework” covering 
various domains to allow for 
evaluation that is always driven by 
the “values” of that particular 
society at that particular point of 
time.   The decision about the 
choice of indicators must be made 
by individual communities.  

This brings me to discuss the role 
that different sectors of the society 
should to play in developing a 
common knowledge base derived 
from reliable statistics which are 
developed from agreed upon 
methodology. 

The Role of different Stakeholders 
 
It would be too simple to say that all 
sectors of society must be involved 
in the development of key 
indicators […].  But if knowledge is 
to be used, it must be “common 
knowledge” […] that society will 
recognise as addressing its 
concerns.  Ultimately society must 
choose what to include as 
measures of progress. 
 
As far as national networks are 
concerned, the key players are: the 
civil society, the business 
community, policymakers, the 
academic community and the 
media. The specific role and 
contribution of each group varies 
remarkably across projects, but 
strong partnerships are imperative in 
developing key indicators initiatives. 
This is crucial because if the initiative 
is not perceived as well- balanced 
in terms of goals, participation of 
various institutions, willingness to 
accept different points of view, 
scientific seriousness, and 
transparency vis-à-vis the outside 
world, the risk of failure becomes 
very high.  
 
These recommendations do not 
apply only to national communities. 
As a result of globalisation, 
international and supranational 
organisations must also contribute 
to this effort. International 
organisations, like the OECD, have 
to create global networks to allow 
local communities to discuss, share 
knowledge and identify best 
practices. They also have to 
promote the co-operation between 
countries in order to facilitate 
international benchmarking and 
comparisons.   A major undertaking 
to define international progress, in 
which the OECD participated with 
the United Nations, the World Bank 
and the IMF, are the Millennium 
Development Goals.  The OECD 
continues to work with these 
organisations to measure progress 
defined in these terms as well as to 
apply its shared knowledge to 
making progress on the goals. […] 
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