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Data revolution: Harnessing the power of statistics 

Modern societies are characterized by high-tech computers, the Internet and huge amounts of data 

generated by the digital footprint of modern lives. Despite all this data the world learned a very 

obvious but valuable lesson from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) – without data it is not 

possible to set baselines or monitor progress towards the achievement of the development targets. 

As a consequence, the Secretary-General’s High-level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 

Development Agenda1 called for a “new data revolution” for sustainable development. This Stats 

Brief aims to synthesize a data revolution definition and raise some important questions to increase 

the understanding of the data revolution.  

What is data revolution? 

The report of the United Nations Secretary-General’s 

High-level Panel of Eminent Persons was the first one to 

call for a data revolution for development; but it did not 

attempt to define the data revolution. Based on this 

report the data revolution can be characterized with the 

following: exploring new technological possibilities for 

production of statistics; making data more open and 

accessible; the need for capacity building in national 

statistics systems; and building the baseline and 

monitoring framework for the post-2015 development 

agenda. However, the subsequent discussions showed 

that it was not clear what data revolution encompassed. 

Is data revolution about better use of existing data 

sources or exploring new ones? Does it stop at the 

production of statistics or does it extend to use of 

statistics?  

Hence, the United Nations Secretary-General created an 

Independent Expert Advisory Group on a Data 

Revolution for Sustainable Development (IEAG) that in 

its report “A World that Counts”
2
 provided their 

understanding of the data revolution as “the opportunity 

to improve the data that is essential for decision-making, 

accountability and solving development challenges.”  

More specifically the report characterizes the data 

revolution with volume of data, the speed with which 

data are produced, the number of producers of data, the 

dissemination of data, and the range of things on which 

there are data, coming from various sources, as well as 

the growing demand for data. In addition, the report also 

defines data revolution for sustainable development by 

adding aspects of integration of new data, such as those 

produced by the private sector (e.g. Google) with 

traditional data (usually produced by the national 

statistical system), increase in usefulness of data through 

a much greater degree of openness and transparency, and 

impact of data through empowering people, better 

policies, better decisions and greater participation and 

accountability. The Report, further, suggests a 

comprehensive programme of action through developing 

a global consensus on principles and standards, sharing 

technology and innovations for the common good, 

mobilizing new resources for capacity development, 

leading for coordination and mobilization, and exploiting 

some quick wins for the SDG data. 

What other questions can shed more 

light on the data revolution? 

Is it a data revolution or a data evolution? The data 

revolution is already happening, as stressed by the IEAG 

co-chair Enrico Giovannini.
3
 It also does not follow the 

usual meaning of the word revolution, characterised by 

‘change or upheaval.’
4
 Hence, one could think of it as 

data evolution rather than data revolution.  

Does availability of data increase the use of statistics for 

decision-making? More data do not necessarily mean 

more information, better knowledge, or better decisions. 

A crucial part of the data revolution is to engage in 

improvement of impact of data and the understanding of 

them, i.e. increasing data literacy. Statisticians on 

national and international level need to become 

promoters of the use of data and take up the dialogue 

with users on how to make the data more usable, in 

addition to the their duty of commenting on erroneous 

interpretation and misuse of data, as enshrined in 

principle 4 of the Fundamental Principles of Official 

Statistics.
5
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Does data revolution equal new (big) data? New data are 

extremely important to harness the data revolution, but 

the data revolution is much more than using new data 

sources. New data can mean very different things for 

different statistical systems. For some, new data might 

mean the use of innovative data, such as big data – term 

used for any collection of data characterized by volume, 

velocity and variety obtained from new sources (e.g. 

from mobile phones or social media), which do not lend 

to traditional data processing applications; but for others 

administrative data – data derived from an administrative 

source (e.g. population or business registers) – may be 

regarded as ‘new’.  

What is the role of quality? Data revolution is not only 

about the availability of data, but also about data quality. 

Data need to be, for example, accurate, reliable, and 

produced based on international standards. The research 

into the use of innovations in official statistics or big data 

needs to tackle data quality aspects of those innovations. 

Big data seem to have the potential to solve many 

statistical gaps, but at the moment such projects are still 

in experimental phases. The sustainability of sources of 

big data is still unclear; for example, people quickly 

adopted the social media, but at the same time they are 

very quick to shift to other (new) platforms.  

What is the role of public-private partnerships? Data 

revolution is a good opportunity for the official statistics 

community to establish or improve the links with the 

private sector. For example, the private sector often 

collects and owns new data, which means that the 

producers of official statistics need to engage in 

partnerships with these owners and make sure they stay 

relevant for the users.  

Is the data revolution really something new? Based on 

the understanding about the data revolution, it does not 

seem to be anything new. Data revolution highlighted the 

importance of statistical standards, investing in 

innovations and investing in statistical capacity building. 

These are all very important points, but the statistical 

community was already talking about them for a long 

time.  

How to summarize all this? 

Based on the discussion above, one can say the data 

revolution should ideally lead to: 

 Use of traditional and new data – traditional and 

new data, including administrative and big data, are 

used in a better way; 

 Data openness and transparency – data are seen as 

public good and are widely available to users from 

both official and non-official sources; 

 Use of data – statistics are integrated into public 

and private sector decision-making, through more 

relevant data and increased statistical literacy; and 

 Improved quality – availability and quality of 

statistics is improved, including through the 

development and application of international 

standards. 

In order for the above to happen, the following needs to 

be put in place: 

 Investment in innovations – new technologies and 

innovations need to be explored so that official 

statistics producers do not fall behind other 

producers of data; 

 Development of national statistical capacity – 

national statistical capacity needs to be increased 

and the need for financial investment needs to be 

recognized; 

 Increased political commitment – national policy 

makers and international development community 

needs to realize the importance of reliable and 

comparable statistics; and 

 Effective coordination and partnerships – data 

partnerships on national and international levels 

need to be forged to improve data quality, 

availability and use. 

For information about ESCAP’s work on statistics, 

please visit: 

http://www.unescap.org/our-work/statistics 

Contact us: stat.unescap@un.org 
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