
 

 

 

 

Session C - process for conducting effective 
national strategic reviews of capacity assets 

and needs 

 

 

 

Technical Advisory Group on Population and Social Statistics 

Committee on Statistics of the Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the 
Pacific 

26 November 2013 

 



 2 

Introduction  

1. The Committee on Statistics of ESCAP, at its second session, set the goal of ‘ensuring that 

all countries in the region by 2020 have the capability to provide an agreed basic range of 

population, economic, social and environment statistics’. This range of statistics would 

support sound evidence–based policies that promote an economically, socially and 

environmentally sustainable future for all. 

2. The Technical Advisory Group (TAG), established by the Committee to provide 

recommendations on a strategy to improve population and social statistics in the region, 

defined a core set of population and social statistics that can reasonably be expected to be 

available by 2020 for all countries of the region.  

3. The TAG suggested that an important component of a regional strategy is to review the 

capacity of the National Statistical System (NSS) to sustainably produce and disseminate 

the core set population and social statistics; identifying capacity assets and needs and 

opportunities for improvements.  

4. This document describes a proposed for conducting these strategic reviews based on the 

capacity framework.  

5. This strategic review will provide the focus for the NSS leadership to develop a plan of 

action for building national capability, and for mobilising donor support towards 

publishing the core set by 2020. 

6. The strategic review is to be sponsored by the chief statistician or the head of the National 

Statistical Office, with the head of statistical departments of line ministries (and other 

agencies) taking the lead for each domain of the core set. The overall process is managed 

by a national coordinator.  

Outputs 

7. The objective of the national strategic review is to create a shared vision among key 

stakeholders of population and social statistics of the strategic directions for 

improvements. More specifically, the strategic review is to deliver the following three 

principal outputs: 

a. Common understanding by senior stakeholders of the gaps in availability and quality 

of the core set of population and social statistics in addressing key policy issues.  
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b. Common understanding of the strengths of the NSS and opportunities for 

development in producing and disseminating the core set, including priority areas for 

development.  

c. Shared vision by key stakeholders of the strategic direction for the NSS, including 

both national actions and support from the regional programme.  

Two-stage process 

1. Identifying strengths and opportunities for development for each domain 

8. The national review begins with a review of each domain of the core set. By engaging 

producers and users of each domain, the aim of this stage of the review is to identify the 

strengths and opportunities for development of the NSS in delivering individual domains 

of the core set. Output from this step will inform strategic priorities for the wider NSS in 

the second phase. 

9. More specifically, the first stage of the review is to achieve a shared understanding among 

producers and users of each domain of: 

i. Gaps in information and knowledge about the population groups of highest policy 

concern. 

ii. Where information is available, but not of sufficient quality.  

iii. Systemic impediments to providing the information required on a sustained basis, 

and the mechanisms that might be put in place for their development in areas of 

highest priority.  

a. Process 

10. In some countries, there already exists a mechanism for the chief statistician of the NSO to 

consult with key policy makers and lead statisticians responsible for each domain of the 

core set. In this case, the chief statistician can use the mechanism to conduct the first stage 

of the review.  

11. Alternatively, heads of statistical departments of line ministries (lead statisticians of the 

individual domains of the core set) should conduct this stage of the review. In the latter 

case, the chief statistician should initiate the process and provide the overall guidance.  

12. The national coordinator should consult with the relevant partners and decide on the exact 

format.  
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b. Inputs 

13. Discussions should be based around the following material:  

i. A summary of the quality aspects of statistical output (see attachment 1). 

ii. A summary of the dimensions and qualities of a well functioning NSS (see 

attachment 2). 

c. Outputs 

14. These discussions will provide the following outputs for each individual domain:   

i. Rapid assessment of the strengths and opportunities for development of the NSS for 

each domain (see attachment 3). 

ii. Key development strategies for each domain (see attachment 4).  

d. Key points 

15. Participants must be senior level, with influence over the statistical work in individual 

domains, e.g. head or deputy head of the Health Department. If there is a national plan, the 

head or deputy head of the agency with responsibility for this plan should be included. The 

reason for ensuring very senior participation is that any significant improvements in 

population and social statistics are likely to involve significant ongoing funding and/or 

significant policy or organisational change (e.g. access to administrative data and 

improvement of the administrative data for statistical purposes).  

16. To achieve senior level engagement with the reviews, it is very useful to lock in a key 

agency outside the NSO, for example Treasury or the Planning Agency, etc, as a co-

sponsor with the NSO.  

2. Agreeing on strategic priorities for the NSS 

17. The second stage of the process is to identify and agree on the highest priority areas to 

address across domains. The key agencies needed for capacity development in these areas 

would be identified along with the general strategic direction for development. This would 

include any additional detailed review work, and formation of steering committees to 

oversee progress.   

18. Specific objectives include: 

i. Conclude the systemic impediments to achieving the required statistical outputs in 

each domain.  
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ii. Agree what changes need to be made (for example to legislation or roles, skills or 

infrastructure) to enable the required information development across the NSS. 

iii. Identify leads for conducting more detailed reviews if needed and development work 

in individual domains.  

a. Process 

19. The chief statistician in the NSO chairs a high level forum with the responsible 

statisticians and, where possible, policy leads, for each domain of the core set. 

b. Inputs 

i. The completed domain-by-domain assessments of the strengths and opportunities for 

development (attachment 3).  

ii. The completed key strategies and strategic priorities (attachment 4) for each domain. 

c. Outputs 

20. The forum will provide an outline of a national strategic plan for developing capacity to 

publish the core set of population and social statistics by 2020. It will identify where 

further research is required for understanding in more detail the challenges and 

opportunities and where support from the regional programme is needed.  

d. Key points 

21. As for stage 1, senior participants are vital. However, as the focus of discussions is about 

building statistical capacity it should include the heads of statistical functions in relevant 

agencies. The head of the NSO should be lead participant in the forum.  
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Attachment 1 - Questions that might be considered in reviewing the quality of 
output from the National Statistical System 

1. Where data are available to inform a policy concern, this checklist can be used to clarify if it 

is of an adequate quality to meet the policy/planning need identified, and pin point areas of concern. 

Relevance 

2. Relevance is the first dimension of quality. Statistics that are relevant are those that shed 

light on issues of importance to users. They are used to answer the questions that matter. It is often 

the case that an approximate answer to the right question, is much more useful than a very accurate 

answer to a different question. 

3. In considering whether data available is relevant, ask if it actually answers the question of 

interest: 

• Are the right concepts being measured 

• Are they being measure for the appropriate time frame 

• Are they available with enough accuracy for the key populations of interest. 

Accuracy and reliability: 

4. While statistics are only useful is they are answering a question that matters, they are also 

only useful if they are of sufficient accuracy and reliability to be able to provide an adequate 

answer. This means the measure provided by statistics must be sufficiently close to reality to 

provide the basis for appropriate judgements and decisions to be made.  

5. Accuracy relates to the degree of difference between the measured value of a statistic, and 

its true value. Reliability relates to the ability of the statistics to consistently measure the concept of 

interest over time.  

6. Key causes of error in population and social statistics are:  

• Measurement error: some concepts are very difficult to measure. This might be because 

the concept is sensitive and respondents may intentionally give wrong answers, or because 

it is complex and mistakes, or alternative interpretations are made, or appropriate 

equipment is not available.  

• Sampling error: Where data is collected from a survey rather than the whole population, 

there is variability in the sample that can be selected and hence in the estimates that can be 

produced. The smaller the sample the larger the potential sampling errors. For surveys 

with small samples or for estimates of relatively small population groups even from larger 

sample surveys, the sampling error can be the predominant form of inaccuracy in statistics.  
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• Non response error: In any collection, including an administrative collection, some 

people may fail to respond for all or some of the questions. This results in missing data. If 

the people who do not respond tend to be different from respondents in some way that is 

related to the questions of interest, for example if they tend to have a higher or lower level 

of education, this will produce a bias in the statistics.  

• Coverage error: The relevant statistics required by users may be for a certain population 

group, but data may only be available for a subset of that group. The extent to which this 

discrepancy causes collected statistics to differ from reality is known as coverage error. In 

administrative data sets this may occur because certain parts of the population (for 

example non-citizens, or people not eligible for a certain benefit) are not included in the 

data. In household surveys the most common reason for this is that certain groups of the 

population are not part of the survey population frame, and hence able to be selected. For 

example they may be in special dwellings like prisons, hotels and boarding houses, or in 

remotes parts of the country that are not included in the selections for practical reasons.  

• Processing error: Data may have been correctly collected, but have errors introduced 

during processing, for example in editing and coding data. This will generally be a 

relatively small source of error, and is probably of most concern in relation to 

administrative data in those cases where the items collected are not of primary interest to 

the related administrative activity. 

Timeliness and punctuality 

7. Statistics that are to be used in forming judgements and making decisions must be available 

in a timeframe to be useful for these judgements and decisions. Statistics that are continually 

lagging changes in the real world by a considerable margin may hold little value to users. Similarly 

those produced a month after a key decision has been made, or related policy finalised, may be 

considered too late to be of value.  

8. Timeliness is particularly important where conditions change quickly, as they may do with 

economic data. In general, for social data, the rate of change is slower, and statistics stay usable 

over a longer period, and require less frequent collection. 

9. Punctuality, and the ability to incorporate social statistics into decision making according to 

a planned timetable, is another aspect of quality. For example there are frequently key points in the 

year when plans and objectives for a government are finalised and budgets are locked in. Statistics 

need to be available with sufficient timeliness to fit within the planning timeframe.  
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Accessibility and clarity 

10. No matter how relevant and accurate and timely they are, statistics hold little value if they 

are unused because they are unknown, or because they cannot be located or accessed. Accessibility 

is about the ease with which users can identify, locate, access and use information, preferably in 

their own environment. 

11. Clarity is about providing users with a full understanding of the statistics being accessed, 

that is, giving them good access to the information that describes the statistics, including the 

concepts, reference period, methods, and any issues such as response rates relating to accuracy and 

reliability.  

Coherence and comparability 

12. Statistics are generally used within a context of comparison. This may be over time, across 

geography within the country and internationally, across population groups and under different 

socio-economic conditions. To enable comparisons to be made, the two things being compared 

must be measuring the same thing.  

13. There must be internal consistency or coherence within a source, to compare across groups. 

There must be consistency across collection points over time, to look at changes over time.  

14. In addition, if data from different sources, at the same time point, are to be compared, or if 

data from different sources are to be combined, there needs to be consistency between those 

sources.  

15. This consistency over time and over sources, is achieved by using common standards with 

respect to scope, definitions, classifications and units. It also comes with common approaches to 

measurement.  
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Attachment 2 - Questions that might be considered in reviewing the capacity of 
the National Statistical System 

1. In order for a National Statistical System in a country to be able to produce and disseminate 

a sustainable core set of quality population and social statistics, six areas of strength have been 

identified as required:  

• a high level of engagement between policy makers (national and international) and 

statistics producers;  

• strong institutional and governance structures supporting the NSS; 

• an adequate level of, and control over, resources for national statistics;  

• potential and actual data sources available for statistical purposes, in the country;  

• a high level of statistical, technical, managerial and leadership skills; and  

• reliable statistical infrastructure including methods, practices and tools, to support 

statistical activities. 

2. This document sets out the questions that should be asked when reviewing the capacity of 

the NSS in a country, to produce a national core set of population and social statistics.  

3. The answer to the questions may be different in different domains, and therefore, depending 

on the nature of the NSS in the country, the questions may need to be asked separately for each of 

the population and social statistics domains. 

Guiding questions 

4. How strong is the level of engagement between policy makers (national and international) 

and statistics producers in this domain? Do statistics influence policy and do policy needs for 

information influence statistics? In particular  

• Does the government have explicit plans and objectives in place, including measures against 

which it can be held accountable? 

• Is the role of objective information in informing social policy development and in 

monitoring outcomes recognised and valued by government?  

• Which are the key policy and service agencies in each domain? Does the head of the NSS 

have good relationships with the heads of these key policy authorities and public 

administrative bodies? For example, does the head of the NSS have regular meetings with 

the heads of the agencies to discuss strategic directions and information needs? Do senior 

level leaders in the NSS have good relationships with senior level leaders in these agencies? 
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• Is there co-operative work between policy agencies and the NSS to facilitate information 

planning as part of the development of policy frameworks? Are statisticians consulted early 

about available information to support policy development or to monitor policy outcomes?  

• Is there a well-articulated information development plan, or information agreement for each 

domain? Do active user fora exist to allow key users from policy and research areas to input 

to forward information planning for the domain? How influential are these fora in driving 

directions taken by the NSS in information development? 

• Do stakeholder groups of users and producers within each domain, meet to discuss priorities 

and progress in relation to information plans for the domain? Where there are multiple levels 

of government with an interest in a particular domain, are there arrangements to facilitate 

their input to co-operative information planning and development across all levels.  

• Are national and international policy directions in the domain aligned, and are the associated 

information priorities understood, and supported by information plans. 

• Do key policy agencies and researchers have a good knowledge of, and access to currently 

available statistics and micro-data? Do they make effective use of currently available 

statistics and micro-data? Does the NSS support this use through awareness raising sessions, 

or the provision of training in the use of statistics? 

• How well informed are the media about the nature and content of official statistics? How 

well do the media use these statistics? What support does the NSS provide to the media in 

making effective use of available statistics? 

 

5. How well defined, understood and accepted are the roles and responsibilities of key players 

in the NSS? To what extent is the professional autonomy of the NSS guaranteed, and to what extent 

are the agencies producing official statistics, independent, and seen to be independent, of political 

influence? In particular: 

• To whom does the head of the NSS report, and does this person or group of people 

understand and value the UN Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics? Are there clear 

and public rules for the dismissal of the head of the NSO? 

• Are roles and responsibilities of key players in the NSS, spelt out in legislation? Does this 

include arrangements for co-ordination, authorisation to collect data, authorisation to access 

and use administrative data for statistical purposes, accountability for maintaining the 

confidentiality of data held by the NSS?  

• Is there an independent, high level advisory council supporting the NSS? Does it take a view 

across the whole NSS, or only a partial view, for example in relation to the National 
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Statistical Organisation only, or to a particular level of government only? Can this council 

report directly to parliament? 

• How is the culture of professional independence supported within NSS agencies? In 

decentralised systems, how is the professional independence of statisticians in non-statistical 

agencies within the NSS guaranteed? Is there an agreed NSS Code of Practice, to which all 

agencies producing official statistics have signed up? Is there training provided in relation to 

this code to ensure it is well understood both by professional staff in the NSS and by those 

within non statistical agencies to whom they might work?   

• Is the head of the NSS able to speak publically about erroneous interpretation and misuse of 

statistics in the country? 

• Are the arrangements in place around access to statistical information such that it is available 

to all users, through published mechanisms, and at same time? 

• Are there annual or multiyear planning processes for programs co-ordinating the activities 

and outputs across the NSS? Are there publically available strategic plans for statistical 

development in each domain, and agreed action plans, with time frames, that set out 

commitments from agencies across the NSS to address priority information needs? 

 

6. Is the NSS adequately funded to develop and maintain a sustainable core set of population 

and social statistics? In particular 

• What proportion of the NSS funding is specifically linked to particular projects (such as  user 

funded surveys) and to what extent are NSS leaders able to redistribute to prioritised areas? 

Does a funding mechanism exist that allows funds to be allocated across NSS agencies as 

appropriate to address statistical information planning priorities? 

• Do funding arrangements facilitate the recruitment and development of a skilled work force 

over time, or is funding highly variable over years?  

• Is the NSS able to offer competitive salaries to allow it to develop and retain professionally 

skilled staff? 

• Does funding for available for statistical activities cover the funds required to manage data 

over time as an accessible national asset? 

• Does the NSS have an investment and maintenance budget for key infrastructure, including 

statistical infrastructure? 

• Does the NSS have strong relationships at the senior level, with the agencies that have most 

influence on its budget, both nationally and internationally? 
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7. How rich is the current environment in terms of available or potentially available data 

sources? In particular: 

• Does the country have a household survey system that facilitates the implementation of new 

household surveys (for example a list or area based frame and design and selection 

processes)?  

• Does the country have a household survey vehicle, for example a regular labour force 

survey, which can be used to mount additional collections at marginal cost?  

• Do good quality administrative data sets exist in key areas for example: vitals, income tax 

and benefits, school enrolments, hospital admissions? 

• Do mechanisms to facilitate the use and integration of administrative data, such as a national 

identity key, exist? 

• Does the NSS have authorised access to administrative data for statistical purposes? Does it 

have strong relationships with custodians of those datasets, such that the NSS can influence 

the content, and work with the custodians to improve the quality of the data for statistical 

purposes? 

• Is the available information (administrative or survey/census based) well protected in terms 

of its use and access to confidential data? Is there a high level of public trust in the NSS in 

the way it accesses, stores and uses data for statistical purposes? 

• Is ‘big data’ being investigated as a potential source of population and social statistics in the 

country? 

 
8. How strong is the skills base of the NSS, in terms of statistical, technical, managerial and 

leadership skills? In particular 

• Does the NSS have a clear plan of the skills it needs in each part of the NSS, and how these 

skills will be developed and maintained? Does it know the current skill base and its 

distribution?  

• What are the current areas of skill shortage for the NSS? What are the attrition rates for staff 

in key skill groups? Is this being managed? 

• Does the NSS have well established training and development strategies in place for key skill 

areas? Do these strategies apply across the whole NSS?  

• Do informal arrangements, such as networking, mentoring and collaborative work 

supplement formal training and development strategies within the NSS? 

• Is informal training, such as on the job training, well supported by training material such as 

manuals, guidelines and codes of practice?  
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• Do professional staff in the NSS have personal development plans, and if so, do the 

individuals take ownership of these plans? 

 
9. What is the infrastructural capability of the NSS: 

• Does the NSS have a forward looking infrastructure plan, with a budget to guide investment 

in, and maintenance of statistical infrastructure? Does this include both conceptual and 

technical infrastructure?  

• Is the available conceptual infrastructure appropriately applied across the NSS, for example 

are standards such as definitions, and classifications applied wherever appropriate? Are there 

processes in place to engage as needed across the NSS in relation to the development and use 

of such standards? Are such standards up to date, well documented and accessible? 

• Is the NSS active in influencing and adopting international standards?   

• Are tools available to support standard approaches, for example survey development tools to 

assist design, questionnaire development tools, selection and estimation tools, coding tools, 

and dissemination tools? Is there a well-supported web site that provides access (possibly by 

link) to all official statistics, regardless of their source?  

• Are infrastructural tools shared across agencies in the NSS?  

• Is there a longer term technical architecture plan for key producing agencies within the NSS, 

aimed at supporting shared statistical infrastructure tools from both national and international 

sources?  

• Are key producing agencies in the NSS well positioned to drive efficient, quality assured 

statistical processes, through integrated systems built on shared infrastructural components? 
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Attachment 3 - Questionnaire of capacity issues by domain 

Rating Scale: 1 – Mature.  2 - Developing with good progress. 3 - Slow or no development 

Capacity 
Framework 
elements 

Degree of maturity characterised by:   Rating 

Availability  
Relevance  
Accuracy and reliability  
Timeliness and punctuality  
Accessibility and clarity  

Quality of 
statistical output 

Coherence and comparability  
Quality of relationships between NSS leaders and leaders in key policy and 
planning agencies; 

 

Level of planning and policy development in the country, and extent to 
which this provides frameworks for information development strategies; 

 

Extent to which stakeholder groups within the domain meet regularly to 
discuss information development priorities, progress and emerging needs; 

 

External 
environment 
readiness 

Ability of users to make effective use of statistical information and drive its 
development 

 

Clarity of roles in  the NSS, and extent to which autonomy, authority and 
responsibility are underpinned by legislation  

 

Extent to which a clear code of professional practice operates across NSS 
including adherence to the Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics 

 

Degree of influence of the NSO within the government structure (who does 
the head of the NSO report to) 

 

Level of interest of high level advisory council across the NSS in this 
domain 

 

Institutional 
readiness  

Extent of planning and co-ordination activity  that takes place across NSS 
producer agencies in this domain    

 

Extent to which funds exist to cover the highest priority statistical 
requirements within the domain, and manage the data and make it 
accessible for use over time 

 

Extent to which professionally trained statisticians can be recruited and 
retained through competitive salaries 

 

Level and control 
of funding for 
official statistics 

Extent to which NSS leaders have the ability to plan investment in 
infrastructure over a medium to long term horizon. 

 

Extent to which administrative data sets exist and are accessible for 
statistical purposes, and quality of those datasets  

 

Level of, and degree of co-ordination of data collection activity across NSS, 
so that available vehicles can be used for responsive data collection on new 
topics 

 

Potential and 
available data 
sources as a base 
for statistics 

Level of data management of already collected data so that new 
requirements for information can be met from previous collections where 
appropriate 

 

Size of the skills and experience base to support statistical work in this 
domain In the NSS 

 Level of Skills 

Extent to which skills development is planned and supported across the 
NSS in this domain, both by formal and informal training, but also through 
career development of individuals 

 

Level and quality of standards and frameworks for statistics in this domain, 
and use of these across producing agencies 

 Statistical 
Infrastructure 

Extent to which technical infrastructure supports statistical work and is 
shared across producing agencies 
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Attachment 4 

Key strategies proposed 

 
For each domain, identify key strategies proposed to improve the level of 

development of the NSS. (These strategies might relate to individual rows in 

attachment three with the aim of improving that score). Also identify the lead 

agency, and timeframe.  

 

Key Strategy Lead Agency Support required Time Frame 
    
    
 

 

 


