Attachment 2:  Summary of PARIS21 International Study

The idea behind this study is to complement the Country Case Studies, to provide a better understanding of processes behind the international statistical system as it relates to the key development indicators contained in the MDG monitoring set. Although the focus of data improvements needs to be on national statistical systems, there is recognition that the process of obtaining data from national sources, and turning those data into usable indicators with cross-country comparability, is a complex and challenging one. The aim is to provide those working in the international statistical system with low-cost suggestions for rapid improvement in key areas.

Most of the research work for this study has been conducted by Oxford Policy Management, with funding from DFID. Detailed information has been obtained from those key international agencies with responsibility for specific sectoral statistics. Initial findings were broadly endorsed by a conference of international and national statistical agencies hosted by the World Bank in June 2003. Since then, refinements have been made to the study to provide a broader and deeper set of information on which to base key conclusions.

Key findings

1.  In some cases there are inconsistent definitions applied by international agencies to the same indicator. The study documents examples where this arises because indicator definitions are not clear, not consistently applied by international organizations, or are not applied by countries when collecting data (HIV/AIDS indicators, literacy rates). It also examines indicator definitions that cannot always be readily applied to specific country circumstances, particularly where data are collected as a by-product of administrative systems (measles immunizations, births attended by skilled health personnel).

2.  The use of different data sources to produce certain indicators makes cross-country comparability difficult. This is often dictated by data availability at country level; for example, welfare measures are based either on income or consumption, and there are often difficulties comparing the estimates calculated from surveys using each method. Differences between employment estimates derived from administrative records and labor force surveys are well known.

3. Since there is no systematic record of household surveys conducted by individual countries, systems which utilize estimates derived from household surveys occasionally fail to make use of all available data. Surveys with useful and valid data are sometimes missed by agency search mechanisms, even though sophisticated semi-formal sectoral networks exist, and agency field offices are often used to identify data sources. For example, the Pakistan Integrated Household Surveys (PIHS) were not identified as a useful source of mortality data by UNICEF and WHO, yet the PIHS is widely recognized to be one of the most important data sources for key indicators (including child and infant mortality) since 1996.

4.  Although greater efforts are being made by agencies to more fully utilize data from household surveys, there are areas where the use of survey data to supplement data collected through administrative systems would improve the coverage and quality of data estimates. The main example is school enrolment data, which could be supplemented or validated with attendance data from surveys (although it should be noted that UNESCO Institute of Statistics are already actively attempting to utilize survey data more fully).

5.  Collection of data using agency questionnaires is sometimes problematic. Although many agencies utilize their field offices, questionnaires do not always reach their intended recipient, or receive due attention when they do – particularly if they are long and onerous to complete. Countries do not always have adequate capacity to manage the questionnaire completion process well.

6.  International population data are inconsistent, but are utilized heavily by some agencies, both to calculate indicator values for countries (e.g. as the denominator in six MDG indicators) and to generate regional and global estimates. There are three main sources: the UN Population Division, the World Bank, and the US Census Bureau. Data from these sources often differ; in one country in every six, for the year 2000, differences between the lowest and highest estimate vary by more that 10%. Differences in population estimates – particularly where the size of specific population sub-groups needs to be estimates – can make dramatic differences in indicator estimates.

7.  Data presentation practices can cause misuse of indicator data. Estimates tend to be presented without full metadata detailing data sources, specific limitations, or freshness, and are sometimes presented representing a range of years. The result can be confusing to data users, who may not be able to, for example, easily distinguish between data updated last year on one web site, and data updated this year on another - and may even try to compare the two. The report documents cases where apparently different estimates for specific indicators and countries are reported by different agencies, but where the difference is actually caused by data freshness.

Some suggested actions

1.  Household surveys. Consolidate household survey networks, and create an international household survey database. Informal, semi-formal and formal networks already exist, and there are several examples of household survey databanks maintained by international organizations. The study proposes a joint effort to consolidate these initiatives, to improve data availability, more widely share knowledge and information, and to enable improved cross-country comparability. Proactive use of household survey data in improving estimates made primarily from administrative sources is also suggested.

2.  Practices of the international statistical system. A systematic review of data collection and reporting practices. This should examine more closely the agency questionnaires and their use, and seek for a possible consolidation of reporting practices in order to minimize response burden and improve effectiveness. Rules and systems which define responsibilities of countries and agencies in the reporting process should also be reviewed to improve data quality.

3.  Population estimates. Improvements in the use of international population estimates, including the provision of more complete documentation of sources and methods, and information on the precision of estimates. The study also suggests that it would be helpful for MDG reporting purposes if major producers of population data were to agree on a common set of estimates to be used in MDG calculations and reporting.

4.  Methodology. Improvements in the management and use of common methodologies and definitions, including increased efforts to collate and promote definitions and guidelines (it is recognized that the UN MDG indicator metadata published in 2003 addresses some of these issues.) Greater attention needs to be paid to country-level data collection systems, to try to accommodate international definitions and requirements without distorting national requirements.

5.  Dissemination. Increase the level of detail in metadata in published international databases, and make changes to data management and presentation practices to increase the information available to users and minimize the potential for misinterpretation and confusion, particularly when comparing data from different international sources.
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