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	Abstract

The role of official statistics is to provide reliable information for different users, particularly for decision-makers. Ensuring information support for decision making process and for creation of development policy constitutes an ambitious challenge. Evidence-based policy sets standards which statistics strives to meet. Polish official statistics takes activities aiming at improving the efficiency of planning and strategic management. That being said, the Central Statistical Office of Poland has launched the STRATEG system. It is a database application used for monitoring of development policies and for reinforcement of social cohesion. The STRATEG system integrates indicators from different sources which could be used for monitoring the implementation of strategies binding in Poland (at national and regional levels) as well as in the European Union (Europe 2020 strategy). STRATEG enables data presentation in a visually-attractive form (tables, maps, charts and reports). Users can also easily adjust generated elements to their personal needs. The above mentioned functionalities constitute a significant support in conducting analyses. Besides the principal system function as numerical data presentation, STRATEG also serves as an educational portal. Apart from the indicator profiles designed especially for the system (comprising definitions, methodological explanations and interpretational guidelines), users have access to a large set of statistical publications and short analytical comments. STRATEG, which is publicly-accessible at strateg.stat.gov.pl, constitutes the result of cooperation with its users. The system is an excellent combination of knowledge treasury and functional tools for data presentation.


Introduction

Progress of societies observed throughout the centuries have contributed to a growing significance of knowledge and information in every area of life. Information has become the most wanted resource, often taking priority over the need of possessing goods and tangible assets. Technological progress, and in particular the development of telecommunications and information technology, has increased the value of information – not necessarily general, but rather specialised one, both responsive to specific requirements and readily available.
Measurable information is a basis for planning and decision-making, both at the micro level represented by entrepreneurs as well as at the macro level, i.e. in managing social, economic and environmental development of the country, region and international communities. Using objective, reliable and high quality information in the decision-making process substantially improves its effectiveness. Simultaneously, it allows for the accurate planning of the desirable outcomes. This approach is characteristic of the so-called evidence-based policy, which, in contrast to the opinion-based judgements, avoids the selective treatment of information and acting based on views, ideologies and speculations. 

1. The decision-making process versus official statistics
Data from official statistics meets the requirements for information which should be used within the evidence-based policy. Specific features of official statistics (such as a comprehensive set of skills, objectivity, and a long-standing tradition and experience in obtaining information from various sources, its compilation, processing and analysis) highlights their special role in the information system. Methodological standards are today established more and more often at the international level and ensure high quality and comparability of data. The benefits of official statistics concern not only a broad range of topics, but also a guarantee of continuity and constant updating, as well as open access to its resources. Taking these features into account, a market agency providing some surveys without the cover capability on a similar scale or accessing administrative sources, should be seen rather as a supplement to the official statistics resources than their substitute.
The aforementioned arguments testify to the unique role of official statistics in policy programming and implementation, as its goal is to ensure information support on each phase of the decision-making process. Accurate and reliable statistical data makes it possible to precisely diagnose the current state of affairs and to compare it with the objective set. Basing on properly selected information, it is possible to identify the goals to be achieved in a particular time and conditions, resulting from specific actions undertaken. The data can be used not only to specify target values, but also intermediate ones paving the way to the final result. The analysis of time series makes it possible to recognise how consistent are the changes  with previously set objectives. Monitoring the implementation of the goals set as well as the effectiveness assessment of the actions undertaken are supported by subsequent  measures obtained with time.  
2. The significance of statistical education and communication 

The optimum use of information from official statistics in the decision-making process depends on the close communication between statistics and policymakers. Information supplied by statisticians should meet the demand, keep track of the changing reality and reflect the processes key to development, also in the territorial dimension. On the other hand, it is equally important for decision-makers to take an open approach to using statistical resources, and to be willing to cooperate and comprehend the reality of the information system activity area. Such understanding depends on the dissemination of knowledge on statistics, for example in the context of survey methodologies, and also on the opportunities and limitations resulting from the practical use of particular measures. 
Statistical education and communication with users are thus of particular importance. The form and quality of these elements determine the recipients’ perception of information and their attitude towards official statistics. More and more attention is being drawn to providing information in a form which is easily accessible, intuitive and attractive for the user. Offering access to statistical data with the use of mobile devices and supplying information on the up-to-date indicators through social media is becoming popular way of communication. Providing new methods and forms of information dissemination (and, in some respect, following the current trends) is a natural response to users’ needs, adjusting the style of communication to their expectations. The necessity of meeting these challenges could cause some difficulties with the need to reconcile simple and easily understanding communication forms with the momentous content of the published material. Therefore, maintaining reliability as well as content-related and logical accuracy of the presented information should be the fundamental principle taking into account when creating the strategy of communication with users. 
3. Indicators as the basis for monitoring strategic goals
Although the growing popularity of the evidence-based policy in the world has been observed since 1990s, the emphasis on including statistics in decision-making processes has grown significantly in the recent years. At the European Union level, statistical indicators have been used as a support for monitoring the implementation of strategic documents, for instance the Sustainable Development Strategy or the Lisbon Strategy. However, since the enforcement of the Europe 2020 strategy, the indicators have functioned as measures defining specific goals to be achieved by the EU in a specific time horizon. 

Similarly to the previous programme document – the Lisbon Strategy, economic development is the major goal of the Europe 2020 strategy. Special emphasis is now placed on the nature of economic growth, defined as sustainable, smart and inclusive. The Europe 2020 strategy determines five goals in the area of employment, R&D expenditure, climate and energy, education and poverty. Eleven indicators were assigned to monitor these specific goals. For each indicator target values were determined to be achieved by 2020, both at the level of the EU and particular Member States. For particular countries target values were differentiated according to the various starting points, specific characteristics and development possibilities of a given country. Each country was obliged to define actions which should be undertaken in order to achieve these targets in the so-called National Reform Programmes.
The Europe 2020 strategy is the key document defining the development direction of the European Union, with the policies being implemented at the level of particular Member States on the basis of individual strategic and programme documents. In the case of Poland, the documents were organised within a transparent development management system, with a division of strategic documents into three types according to the time line and subject-related criteria. The document specifying the multiannual framework concept and directions of progress is the Long-term National Development Strategy – Poland 2030. In a medium time horizon, the development policy is implemented on the basis of the 2020 National Development Strategy (as a response to the Europe 2020 strategy). In relation to this document there are nine integrated strategies with a similar time horizon, specifying the goals in particular areas, including, among others, human and social capital, transport, innovativeness and effectiveness of the economy, and also regional development. These documents complement the idea of the Europe 2020 strategy through the common goal, i.e. sustainable development, and through ensuring the consistency of the actions taken at various levels of management. Moreover, the reference to the Europe 2020 strategy is evident in relation to the quantifiable measurement of the outcomes of actions carried out. Planned actions are thus converted to measureable goals with the use of statistical indices.
The evidence-based policy brings a range of benefits to all stakeholders. The Polish experience shows that basing on the measurable indicators within programming and monitoring policy process has brought tangible effects both on the quality of the decision-making process (i.e. for the policymakers, authorities) and on official statistics. Official statistics is being perceived as a valuable partner, indispensable for the effectiveness of the programming and monitoring process of the development policy. Statistical information is crucial to diagnose the current situation properly and to identify priority problems as well as to ensure adequate measures evaluating the effectiveness of the actions carried out. Official statistics is therefore being engaged in the decision-making process at its initial phase. This has led to a considerable strengthening of the importance and role of statistics in the managing the country’s development system. Being aware of the statistics’ role and the necessity of using its resources authorities are willing to cooperate with statisticians. Simultaneously, close cooperation and on-going communication enable them to recognise and understand some obstacles and difficulties faced by official statistics. Transparent goals, needs and limitations as well as mutually faced challenges influence positively the image of official statistics. On the other hand, the government takes advantage of direct access to specialised knowledge on indicators. Moreover, using official information is the guarantee of continuous support from statistics in the process of monitoring.
4. STRATEG – a tool supporting the development policy monitoring
The project implemented recently by the Central Statistical Office in cooperation with the Ministry of Infrastructure and Development is an example of a successful collaboration of statisticians with decision-makers. The main aim of the project was to create a database system, which will facilitate the process of programming and monitoring of the development policy. It was financed from the EU funds under the Human Capital Operational Programme. 
The created system is called STRATEG and is available for users via CSO website or directly at: strateg.stat.gov.pl 

4.1. A monitoring indicators database
The basic purpose of building STRATEG system was to collect all indicators significant to the monitoring process of the development policy in one place. This condition was met by building a database with indicators from the official statistics as well as from other information systems (more than 80 national and international sources). 
The basis of the information resources of STRATEG system is formed by indicators from strategic documents – the Europe 2020 strategy in force at the EU level, and strategic documents binding in Poland. 
STRATEG is also meant to function as a system for monitoring the cohesion policy. For this purpose, indicators are being compiled in the system with a view to monitoring the strategic goals included in the Partnership Agreement for 2014-2020 as well as in operational programmes (national and regional). 

The STRATEG database collects annual indicators (since 2003). Data is available for the following aggregations:
· the European Union (EU-27 and EU-28) and Member States,
· Poland:
· country level 
· lower spatial aggregation levels (NUTS 2, 3 and LAU 1, 2), 

· functional areas (e.g. Eastern Poland),
· a set of selected indicators for the EU regions (NUTS 2). 
Currently there are approx. 1,200 indicators in the system. Taking into account the availability of data at various territorial levels as well as it’s division into various categories (e.g. sex, age groups), there is over a million records in the database. 

4.2. A tool for communication and education 
As a creator and maintainer of STRATEG system, the Central Statistical Office has decided to use it as an excellent channel for effective communication and education in the field of statistics. Accordingly, a separate module was created within the application for users and was named “Metadata and analyses”. It collects a range of methodological information, analytical reports and statistical publications. For this purpose, detailed indicator  profiles were prepared, presenting information on a given indicator, inter alia, its definition, description of the calculation methodology, source of origin, comments on how it should be interpreted and used, as well as a list of documents the goals of which it monitors. For users looking for quick access to basic information on indicators there were selected definitions of basic terms and was presented as a separate element with a search option. As an important element for education there is dedicated analytical information part available within the system. The analysis present short description of the current situation and trends concerning a given subject. There are also statistical publications (national and regional) accessible in this module. 
Ensuring an accessible and attractive form of data presentation was one of the biggest challenges when determining the system construction principles. The realisation of the task was preceded by a review of information systems available throughout the world, including databases of international organisations, in order to identify good practices that could be applied in the developed system. Moreover, consultations with future users of the system were crucial for determining its structure. Meetings with representatives of government authorities before the beginning of the project allowed to identify their expectations and account for them when formulating the guidelines. The dialogue with users was continued at each stage of the project implementation. Special workshops were organised in order to present and test a trial version of the system. The meetings offered a great opportunity of showing the users how the system works, which allowed to discuss constructively and identify comments and suggestions to be considered in the following steps. Thus, the target users of the system had the possibility to co-create it and influence its final shape. The analysis of expectations as well as good practices applied by international organisations in their systems enabled a selection of STRATEG functionalities which ensured a perfect balance between modernity, utility and efficiency. 
STRATEG is a comprehensive system of knowledge on the process of programming and monitoring of development. Users can find here valid texts of all strategic documents and details of the coordinating entities. Apart from extensive information resources in the database, the system enables visualisation of indicators in the form of charts and maps, which considerably facilitates the process of data analysis. Visualisation modules are equipped with a range of options enabling the creation of various graphic forms. Apart from tradition visualisation, it is also possible to view data on charts and maps in an animated form, with visible changes occurring in subsequent years. Export of charts and maps for various formats makes it possible to obtain products ready to use directly for publications or reports, which considerably improves the process of reporting on the implementation of strategic documents. 
4.3.  Promotion and development of STRATEG system
Owing to its rich content and transparent, attractive design, STRATEG system is very popular among users. A target group of the system recipients are representatives of public administration (both at the central and regional levels). For the purpose of a successful promotion of the system and support for this group of users, a series of training sessions has been organised to provide their participants with the necessary knowledge on STRATEG system, its content and functionalities. The identification of actual training needs among government institutions has exceeded the initial estimates. Due to the extremely high interest and training needs, in all statistical offices (situated in each voivodship) adequately prepared employees have been appointed to act as trainers in their territory. Organisation of the training sessions, apart from the possibility for presenting the STRATEG system, also provide an opportunity to hold discussions with the users on their requirements for statistics. 
The six months of STRATEG system operating have been enough to prove how useful and attractive to users it has turned out. Being aware of the growing needs, the Central Statistical Office has decided that the current shape and content of the system is not a final product and, therefore, shall be successively improved and extended. Directions and possibilities for further development of the system were identified at the subsequent stages of the project implementation. Some of them are already in progress, i.e.:
· supplementing the system with indicators from further strategic documents (e.g. on voivodship strategies), 
· developing an English version of the system, 
· preparation of an interactive user manual (STRATEG guide). 
Subsequent stages of the project will involve actions enabling further enhancement of the presentation forms and functionalities. Development of the educational function of the system is a very important task to be partly accomplished by the creation of a manual on indicators monitoring the cohesion policy. The manual serving as a guide on key indicators of development monitoring will include clear descriptions facilitating analysis and interpretation of statistical measures. Taking into account the need for variety of forms of providing information, the action plan also includes development of STRATEG system for mobile devices.
4.4.  Value added of the project
STRATEG system offers a comprehensive source of information and knowledge for all users, and in particular for representatives of government authorities engaged in the process of development programming and analysis of the implementation progress of the development goals set at various management levels. 

The main objective of the project was to gather a set of information on various measures supporting the process of development programming and analysis of the progress of development goals implementation. Tis aim is reached by providing users with STRATEG system. Moreover, the benefits resulting from the project are much wider than the creation and release of STRATEG system. The project gave a chance to enhance previous cooperation with the recipients of statistical information and to establish new contacts. Participating in the process of the system development gave the recipients an opportunity to better understand the official statistics. Numerous contacts and discussions were not only a lesson on the importance of statistics and its role in creating evidence-based policy, but also a chance to exchange knowledge and experience. Another invaluable advantage resulting from the project was the improvement of skills and development of new competences by employees engaged in its implementation. 
STRATEG is a comprehensive tool providing information on the programming and monitoring of the development policy and a good example of effective communication with users and statistical education. The creation and release of STRATEG constitutes the fulfilment of a crucial task undertaken by the Central Statistical Office, being statistical support for the process of programming and monitoring the development policy.
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