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A discussion on modernizing statistical information systems was organized in 
Bangkok on 17 December 2010 as a side event to the second session of the ESCAP 
Committee on Statistics.  The event, moderated by Haishan Fu, Chief, Statistics 
Division, ESCAP, provided a forum for official statisticians from across the Asia-
Pacific region to discuss challenges and options for changing the operations of 
national statistical offices (NSOs) to adapt to shifting user demands and new 
technologies. A number of international and regional development organizations 
also participated actively in the debate. 
 
The topic for the side event had been proposed by Australia and Kazakhstan, both 
members of the Bureau of the Committee, highlighting its importance for the long-
term future of official statistics in the region.  The pertinence of the topic was 
confirmed by the Committee on Statistics, which agreed on “creating a more 
adaptive and cost-effective information management environment for national 
statistical institutions through stronger collaboration” as one of two overarching 
strategic goals for its work towards 2020. 
 
Presentations from the Australian Bureau of Statistics, the Agency of the Republic of 
Kazakhstan on Statistics, Statistics Indonesia, Statistics Office of the Republic of 
Korea and the PARIS21/Accelerated Data Programme, provided overviews of 
strategic and operational issues related to modernizing statistical information 
systems. 2 The presentations were followed by a lively discussion on the present and 
future role of official statistics, the importance of data exchange standards and 
quality frameworks, and potential areas for regional cooperation. 
 
 

Summary of discussion 
 
Participants to the side event emphasized the strategic significance of the topic and 
its importance for the future of official statistics. 
 
 
Official statistics in the Internet age: The changed environment 
 
It was noted that recent developments in information technology, in particular the 
Internet, are changing the role of official statistics and the work of NSOs.  Much 
information that was earlier available only by request and only from NSOs is now 

                                                 
1 Presentations and other materials from the side-event are posted on: 
http://www.unescap.org/stat/cst/2/side-event/index.asp 
2 A short description of each presentation is provided in the Annex. 



ESCAP, 24 January 2011 

easily accessible through the Internet, changing users’ expectations and demands for 
NSO products and services.  New suppliers of statistical information are emerging, 
sometimes in response to gaps in data provision by national statistical systems (real-
time calculations by Google of a consumer price index based on goods purchased 
online, was mentioned as an example of this). 
 
By offering the possibility of quick and easy access to and dissemination of large 
quantities of information at low cost, the Internet has thus expanded the client base 
for NSOs, while at the same time increasing competition & changing users’ 
expectations to statistical products. 
 
Hence, whereas previously, NSOs could be defined as collectors of data & producers 
of standard statistics in specific business areas, and subsequent dissemination of end 
products to well-defined groups of clients, their present role is less definite. NSOs 
focus increasingly on the transformation of large quantities of data from multiple 
sources into cogent, coherent bodies of statistical information and subsequent 
packaging for a variety of clients who may consider the products as intermediary 
inputs for their own further manipulation, sometimes together with data from other 
sources. 
 
The need for NSOs to quickly adapt statistical frameworks to analyze interlinked and 
complex problems, to support analysis on emerging areas, such as the environment, 
and to meet increasing expectations of users for early release of detailed data was 
highlighted.  This is a challenge to the present system, where changes to official 
standards and classifications often take a very long time (the process for changes to 
the NSA was mentioned as a case in point). 
 
The continuing need for official statistics and the emerging role of NSOs in 
promulgating data quality frameworks and setting quality benchmarks for all data 
providers was discussed. The point was made that, no matter which direction 
developments would take, quality assurance, transparency, and trustworthiness of 
statistical information would remain crucial. While not necessarily competing with 
other entities providing statistical data, should NSOs monopoly on official statistics 
erode, their role in quality assurance may expand. 
 
The challenge is to guide and manage processes for transforming the work of NSOs, 
and the way NSOs perceive their role, within constraints related to funding, staff 
resources and IT capacity, without compromising the quality of official statistics. 
 
 
The way forward: Transforming NSOs 
 
It was stressed that although technology would form an important element of any 
modernization process, fundamental changes would be required to strategic business 
design, including the adaptation of organizational structures and business processes 
to the present day business environment. For successful modernization, the 
management teams of NSOs need to participate & take the lead in the transformation 
process.  
 
The assembly of metadata would be an essential tool in the transformation of NSO 
business processes, and it was mentioned by several participants that more work is 
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needed to further develop and apply emerging data exchange standard such as 
SDMX (Standard Data and Metadata Exchange Standard), DDI (Data Documentation 
Initiative) and the GSPM (Generic Statistical Business Process Model). 
A shift in focus from the needs of NSOs to the needs of clients, in particular the 
communication aspects, is imperative for successful transformation.  This would 
include efforts to minimize response burdens, including through extracting more 
information from existing data rather than adding new sources.  NSOs should look 
further into tapping available sources of data, such as banking transactions, internet 
or telephone exchanges, defining strategies to incorporate real-time or near real-time 
high volume of data into their statistical information stores. A positive effect of better 
user services could be to galvanize legal and financial support for the work of NSOs, 
through increasing public demand for their products.  
 
It was suggested that the statistical community could also look outside the statistical 
profession for information management solutions and standards. Employing a 
diverse workforce, including communication professionals, and building 
partnerships with third-party providers may play an important role in adapting 
statistical systems to meet present-day and future demands.  
 
 
Suggestions for regional follow-up 
 
Discussions highlighted the vital role that statistical standards and conceptual 
frameworks will play in the modernization of statistical information systems of the 
region.  Participants stressed the urgent need for the statistical community to work 
together to develop common solutions, recognizing that their respective 
transformation processes would greatly benefit, not least in terms of increased cost-
effectiveness, from joint development of related concepts, standards and tools. 
 
It was suggested that ESCAP organize a meeting for countries to share best practices, 
other experiences and well as related tools. A number of countries expressed their 
willingness to provide inputs to such meeting.  It was further suggested that a 
regional forum be established to further explore the issues relating to modernizing 
statistical information systems and to develop methods for working collectively. The 
secretariat advised the participants of its intention to hold an expert group meeting 
on the management of statistical information in 2011, where these matters could be 
further investigated and discussed. 
 
 

- - - -  
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ANNEX 
 
 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS):  
Information Management Transformation Programme 
The presentation provided an overview of the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
strategic information management transformation programme (IMTP). Building on 
recent progress in international statistical standards (SDMX, DDI), ABS presented its 
new approach to business, application, information and technology architecture in 
order to create a more collaborative end-to-end management of statistical processes. 
 
Agency of the Republic of Kazakhstan on Statistics (ARKS):  
Modernization of statistical information systems 
The presentation introduced the plan of ARKS to modernize its statistical 
information system through the development of an Integrated Information System. 
The integrated system, IIS e-Statistics, is intended to bring current database systems 
into a single platform and to automate the collection, processing, and dissemination 
of statistical data. 
 
Statistics Indonesia (BPS):  
Change and Reform for the Development of Statistics (STATCAP-CERDAS) 
The presentation provided an overview of the newly launched “Change and Reform 
for the Development of Statistics” BPS project. It focused on the improvement of the 
information management system as a way to enhance the quality of statistical data 
and support the dissemination of data to a wide range of users. 
 
Statistics Office of the Republic of Korea (KOSTAT):  
Innovative approaches in information systems and dissemination services in the 
Republic of Korea and beyond 
KOSTAT presentation, “Innovative Approaches in Information System and 
Dissemination Services in Korea and beyond” focused on its differentiated approach 
to users in terms of data collection and dissemination. It presented its dissemination 
services for expert users through its remote access services where licensed users can 
access survey microdata while for the general public, dissemination tools include an 
integrated online database providing major national statistics as well as a number of 
tools to visualize data.  
 
PARIS21/Accelerated Data Program (ADP):  
Improving Survey Microdata Management to Modernize Statistical Information 
Systems 
The presentation will provided an overview of the ADP, which aims to build 
countries’ capacity to document survey data using the Data Documentation Initiative 
(DDI) standard for improved dissemination and archiving of microdata. 
 


