A tool for a snapshot assessment of a national statistical system (Snapshot tool)
Claudia Junker

Eurostat – Statistical Office of the European Union, European Commission

e-mail: claudia.junker@ec.europa.eu
1. Background – why the tool was developed
External aid cooperation is becoming more result-based and performance oriented, especially since the adoption of the new financial framework of the EU for the period 2014-2020. This includes the need to develop appropriate assessment tools in order to establish baselines and benchmarks for monitoring reform programmes and policies, with indicators for results, impact and performance assessments. These instruments and indicators are mostly available from official statistics in the countries being supported in their development by EU funds, their reliability and relevance however depending on the maturity of the statistical system that produces them. 
There are several tools available to assess the maturity and performance of statistical systems, the ones most used in Europe being global assessments of the statistical system and peer reviews. While global assessments cover the entire statistical system and all statistical domains and have been implemented in Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kosovo*
, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Montenegro, Tadzhikistan, Tunisia and Ukraine, peer reviews focus more on the institutional environment and the statistical output (and only partly the statistical processes) of a statistical system and have been implemented in all the Member States of the European Union, in the EFTA countries and in Albania, Armenia, Palestine, Serbia and Turkey.
These assessment tools are very appropriate for a precise and comprehensive review of a national statistical institute (NSI) and the national statistical system (NSS) and for the definition of improvement recommendations and actions but they also represent a very time and resource-consuming exercise that may not be possible to be implemented for all countries in the development cooperation context. However, the need for such a type of or similar assessments is present also in other countries, especially with a view towards the increased focus on the measurement of results and monitoring and evaluation frameworks and the need to rely on good quality official statistical data for all kind of policies, including the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) and the post-2015 sustainable development goals. 

The ‘Snapshot tool’ has therefore, been developed by Eurostat and EuropeAid, the Directorate General for external aid and development cooperation as an answer to these needs. It is a user-friendly and easy-to-interpret tool that facilitates a quick but comprehensive assessment of a national statistical system and the quality of the statistics that it produces. It covers two related dimensions: 

· an assessment of the quality of the institutional framework for statistics in the country; 

· an assessment of the quality of the statistical production in different sectors, as well as of the quality of key indicators in these sectors. 

The framework for the tool is based on the principles of the European Statistics Code of Practice (ESCoP)
, together with inputs from key regional quality framework tools in Africa (African Charter of Statistics)
, Asia (Code of Practice of the ASEAN countries) and Latin America (Code of Practice of Latin America)
, all of them being built on the United Nations Fundamental Principles for Official Statistics
. It has used the principles and indicators in these quality frameworks as well as specific questions for measuring the implementation of the principles as a basis for compiling and structuring a set of questions that can help any producer or user of official statistics to assess a given statistical system on the basis of available information. However, even though much information is available on the websites of the National Statistical Institutes, it is recommendable to complement and verify this information in interviews and meetings with the stakeholders in the national statistical systems, preferably with the National Statistical Institute.
2. Presentation of the tool – how is the assessment done
2.1 General information

The ‘Snapshot tool’ has used the statistical quality framework developed by the European Statistical System (ESCoP), adjusted by aspects of relevant regional frameworks developed in Africa, Asia and Latin America in order to take into account the particular context of statistics in other regions of the world.

The ‘Snapshot tool’ translates these quality frameworks into a clear and easy-to-understand assessment of key aspects of national statistical systems and of statistics production (institutional environment) in general as well as in different sectors, specific sector statistics and key indicators for these sectors (statistical output) by asking a series of clear questions with pre-defined answers using Microsoft Excel®. 

The ‘Snapshot tool’ consists of two modules: 

· Module 1 assesses the functioning of the National Statistical System as a whole, with a special focus on institutional aspects. 

· Module 2 assesses the performance of sector statistics – both the institutional environment and statistical outputs. The concept and approach are adapted to fit a wide range of sectors. These may involve one or several producers of official statistics and cover one or more statistical areas. The design of the tool enables assessing up to 10 different sectors.

The set of questions for both modules covers in particular: 

· The assessment of the legal, institutional and strategic framework at national or sector level (i.e. legal and institutional framework supporting the production of (national/sector) statistics, integration and coherence with the strategic framework supporting (national/sector) statistics development)

· The assessment of the adequacy of resources (i.e. personnel in adequate quantity, quality of the personnel involved in statistics, equipment and infrastructure, financing)

· The assessment of the determinants of data quality (i.e. quality commitment, professional independence, impartiality, objectivity, methodology and appropriate statistical procedures)

· The assessment of the relations with users (i.e. relevance, accessibility)

· Specifically for Module 2, information on the statistical production in the sector (i.e. list of the statistics regularly produced in the sector).
For each issue addressed, there are some core (or ‘priority’) questions and for many topics a few supplementary questions (‘other’) of lower priority. In addition, some background or factual information (‘additional’) may be needed to better understand the context (subject to change depending on the country context). The questions have been selected and defined to address core issues in such a way that most of the information will be available on the website of the NSI (or other official websites); in some cases, when information is not easy to find, the tool instead asks for related information that is easier to get. For each question, further explanation of the question and/or how to best find the information is given in the column ‘Management of the table’.
The pre-defined answers automatically give an intuitive colour code for good (green), average (orange) and poor (red) achievement for the issue concerned. This is complemented by an arrow indicating a positive, unchanged or negative on-going or expected development. This approach provides an intuitive and easy-to-interpret assessment of the national statistical system or of sector statistics, which is visible at first glance in the column “Initial assessment”. 

2.2 Module 1
Module 1 questions focus on the institutional environment as summarised below:
	Themes
	Content
	Number of questions

	Mainstreaming
	Legal, institutional and strategic foundations (i.e. legal and institutional framework for the whole NSS, , integration and consistency of the statistical development strategy in the national development strategic framework)

Organisation and coordination of the NSS
	13



	Organization
	
	14

	Resources
	Adequacy of resources for statistics in the NSS (i.e. personnel in adequate quantity, quality of the personnel involved in statistics, equipment and infrastructure, financing)


	12

	Quality
	Determinants of data quality (i.e. quality commitment, professional independence, impartiality, objectivity, methodology and appropriate statistical procedures)


	13

	Users
	Relations with users (i.e. relevance, accessibility)
	4

	TOTAL
	56


The table below provides an example for module 1 questions on the organisation of the NSS:
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2.1.1

Is there a statistical law and 

from when?

Recent means less than 5 years; older 

laws can of course also be good.

2.1.2

Is statistical independence a 

guiding principle for the 

functionning of the NSS?

Check whether the principle of 

independence is in the statistical law. At 

the level of application, check if the 

content and the timing of statistical press 

releases are subject to Ministerial 

approval.

2.1.3

Is the mandate to collect 

information for the production 

and dissemination of official 

statistics specified in law?

The NSI's (or other statistical body's) 

mandate to collect and disseminate 

statistics is key to its authority and for the 

NSISs possibilities to produce relvant 

and objective statistics.  

2.1.4

Is the obligation to reply to a 

survey stipulated by the 

statistical legislation?

The respondents' obligation to reply 

truthfully to official surveys is vital for 

accurate and reliable official statistics. 

However, this is closely related with trust 

in the NSI (see the next question on 

confidentiality)

2.1.5

Is statistical confidentiality 

guaranteed by law and in 

practice?

Check whether confidentiality of 

information is guaranteed by the 

statistical law. In practice, look if there 

are procedures in place that guarantee 

the security and integrity of the data.

Q1: The Statistical Law/Statistics Act and main principles for official statistics

Priority

Statistical law, 

statistical codes of 

practice, interviews 

with NSI

Theme 2: Organization of the NSS


2.3 Module 2
Module 2 focuses on specific sectors of political intervention and the respective key indicators. Sectors identified for the context of development cooperation are health, education, agriculture, employment, external trade of goods, private sector development, food security, governance, climate change and environment, infrastructure (energy, access to water, sanitation, ICT), living conditions, economic growth, macro-economic stability and population. The tool can accommodate 10 out of them, depending on the context of the country.
Before getting into the assessment of the sectors, it is necessary to draw a map of the NSS in the country, more specifically for the sectors that are selected for review. This step is important to identify which institutions/actors are involved in the statistical production in a sector. It also allows connecting policies with related statistical sectors. In the ‘Snapshot’ Excel file, the ‘Sector matrix’ worksheet contains a standard mapping in the form of a table (see below). This table should be adapted to the specific country and to the development issues under scrutiny.
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Module 2 consists then of two sub-modules, one on the institutional aspects/environment relevant for the specific sector (naturally very close to the questions in module 1) and one more specifically trying to assess the quality of key indicators in the statistical sector, as summarised below:

	Themes
	Content
	Number of questions



	Part 1
	Sector assessment
	

	Framework
	Legal, institutional and strategic foundations (i.e. legal and institutional framework at the level of the sector, but also the framework supporting the production of the sector statistics, integration and consistency with the strategic framework supporting sector statistics development)
	8

	Resources
	Adequacy of resources for statistics in the sector (i.e. personnel in adequate quantity, quality of the personnel involved in statistics, equipment and infrastructure, financing)


	6

	Quality
	Determinants of data quality (i.e. quality commitment, professional independence, impartiality, objectivity, methodology and appropriate statistical procedures)


	21

	Users
	Relations with users (i.e. relevance, accessibility)
	10

	
	TOTAL
	45

	Part 2
	Assessment of key indicators
	

	
	Set of key criteria to roughly assess the quality of the indicator
	9

	Question 1
	Is there more than one national indicator on this issue?

	Question 2
	Is the definition used in line with the recommendations from the responsible international body?

	Question 3
	Is the methods used in line with the recommendations from the responsible international body?

	Question 4
	If the methodology has changed in the last years, are the changes documented and old estimates recalculated according to the new methodology?

	Question 5
	How long is the time series for this indicator?

	Question 6
	Are the sources used and their coverage in line with the recommendations from the responsible international body?

	Question 7
	Is the data frequency in line with the recommendations from the responsible international body and the needs of the key users?

	Question 8
	Is the indicator timely enough for the use made?

	Question 9
	Is the indicator publicly available and easy to find?


The second part is limited to key questions on international methodology used, availability and documentation of the production process, so does not go into the details of the production process itself. It can therefore, only provide a snapshot assessment or a rough idea of how the indicator is compiled, it cannot replace a more detailed and in-depth assessment.  

2.4 Process to fill in the table

Different stakeholders can fill in the table – either on their own or in cooperation with other stakeholders. 

The NSI/NSS can fill in the table for their own monitoring purposes, which will allow them to regularly evaluate progress in their development. The process of filling in the tool can create a culture of continuous improvement if the results of the assessment are used to define improvement actions to address weaknesses identified during the assessment.

External donors can fill in the table to define baselines and benchmarks for their technical assistance projects. However, this process will not lead to changes in the NSI/NSS as the process is not owned by them. 

An optimal way of using the tool would be if the NSI and its development partners would fill in the tool together as this would most likely lead to a more objective but also owned assessment of the NSI. Common workshops of stakeholders in the NSS could be another optimal solution for launching a common improvement project.

For all options also an external consultant could be used to support the initial filling of the tool.

2.5 Where to find information to fill in the tool?

Key documents relevant to the NSS are National Development Plans, Poverty Reduction Strategies, related action plans (annual and medium term), National Strategies for the Development of Statistics (NSDS) or similar strategy documents, the Statistical Act or Law and other relevant legislation, etc. and they are normally available to the public, e.g. through the websites of the NSI, responsible Ministries and Planning Commission, etc. or directly from these institutions. 

Correspondingly, at sector level Sector Development Strategies could be a source of information available from the responsible line ministry (e.g. health, education, agriculture, etc.). The relations between the NSI and other data producers in the sector are often regulated by a memorandum of understanding (or a service level agreement) that sets out the respective responsibilities, including the data sets to be exchanged, the format used and the calendar.

For the analysis of key national or sector indicators, the level of compliance with internationally agreed classifications and definitions are key issues addressed by the ‘Snapshot’; the information on such international standards can generally be found on the websites of the UN organisations or on Eurostat’s website
 and Eurostat’s metadata server RAMON.
 This documentary information should be supplemented by a search for issues related to official statistics in the local media over the last two years. Other development partners active in the country may also have useful information and their own analyses of national statistical quality and information needs.

Discussions with the NSI and other statistical producers involved, as well as with key statistics users can serve to enrich but also verify the information found. 
2.6 Results of the assessment
The ‘Snapshot tool’ provides different results in text form but also in terms of graphs and charts. Some examples are presented below:
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3. Usability of the tool – who can use it for what purpose

The ‘Snapshot tool’ can benefit a number of different actors involved either in administering development assistance or in a national statistical system. For example:

· The ‘Snapshot tool’ could support an EU Delegation or other development partners in better understanding the statistical system that has produced the data used to assess programme impact or results. The ‘Snapshot tool’ could allow the EU Delegation or other development partners to make an assessment of the quality of certain indicators that are used for reporting purposes. 

· The ‘Snapshot tool’ could be valuable to national statistical authorities as it provides an articulated and comprehensive framework to support their efforts to improve the quality of official statistics, assessing it on regular basis and monitoring the progress made.

· The ‘Snapshot tool’ can also provide an analysis and information framework guiding the dialogue between the national statistical authorities and the European Union or other development partners on the state and development of official statistics in the country, as well as on potential support to this development. 

4. Conclusions
The ‘Snapshot tool’ is now being made available to all interested stakeholders via the website of Eurostat, upon request. It has been tested during its development in 4 countries but further tests will be welcome to improve and fine-tune the tool. 
� * This designation is without prejudice to positions on status, and is in line with UNSCR 1244/1999 and


the ICJ Opinion on the Kosovo declaration of independence.





� � HYPERLINK "http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/publication?p_product_code=KS-32-11-955" �http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/publication?p_product_code=KS-32-11-955�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.africa-union.org/root/AU/Documents/Treaties/text/Charter_on_statistics%20-%20EN.pdf" �http://www.africa-union.org/root/AU/Documents/Treaties/text/Charter_on_statistics%20-%20EN.pdf�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.cepal.org/deype/publicaciones/externas/6/47276/codigo-regional-buenas-practicasALC-ENG.pdf" �http://www.cepal.org/deype/publicaciones/externas/6/47276/codigo-regional-buenas-practicasALC-ENG.pdf� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://unstats.un.org/unsd/dnss/gp/fundprinciples.aspx" �http://unstats.un.org/unsd/dnss/gp/fundprinciples.aspx�


� � HYPERLINK "http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/themes" �http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/statistics/themes� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/ramon/index.cfm?TargetUrl=DSP_PUB_WELC" �http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/ramon/index.cfm?TargetUrl=DSP_PUB_WELC� 





