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1 Co-existence of old and new concepts 

1. One of the main implementation messages from the AGA is that the co-existence of “old” 

(going back to official statistics in a centrally planned economy) and “new” (based on the UN 

Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics, FP, and the European Statistics Code of Practice, 

CoP) concepts has to be overcome through a carefully planned change endeavour. In some cases, 

the two concepts still exist in parallel, both in practice and in the statistical legislation, which leads 

to discrepancies between different articles of the same statistical law, between the practices of 

different units within the statistical office, and within the national statistical system as well as 

between the statistical office and other producers. Since production is traditionally based on a so-

called stove-pipe model, i.e. organised separately in each statistical domain and by each statistical 

producer with little horizontal exchange between production entities, the co-existence of the old and 

the new concepts may not have been noticed or perceived as being incompatible.  

2. The recommendations aim at a change that puts the emphasis on horizontal, and not on 

domain-specific issues, so as to enshrine equivalent (but not necessarily strictly identical) ways of 

respecting the FP and CoP principles in the daily activities of all parts of the system. The AGA also 

put a lot of emphasis on these institutional, legal or organisational issues because these are 

sometimes less in the focus of subject-matter experts who advise statistical offices in specific 

domains. Domain-specific international standards may be implemented rather successfully until 

they encounter obstacles that are horizontal in nature, such as: 

o stove-pipe approaches in the production process (e.g. reporting forms exclusively tailored 

for one single statistical domain);  

o the absence of a complete, reliable and up-to-date statistical business register; 

o the unavailability of the complete countrywide set of micro-data from surveys or 

administrative data in the central office; or 

o the general perception of results from exhaustive surveys as being more reliable than results 

from modern sample surveys. 

3. On the other hand the “horizontal” is often only dealt with by senior management and units 

officially in charge of cross-cutting issues like resources, planning or dissemination, while the 

subject-matter units are not involved. Yet, the principles of official statistics about institutional and 

legal issues are put to the real test when applied in a specific case of producing or disseminating 

statistics, or with other words, when “the proof of the pudding is in the eating”.  

2 Implementing changes in horizontal areas 

2.1  Linking principles to behaviour 

4. As a first consequence, the horizontal chapters of the AGA should be read by and discussed 

with staff from all units of the statistical office, as well as with other producers within the national 

statistical system. This exercise will trigger many questions from staff on what can or cannot be 

done, and especially what from the old legacy must not be done any more, so as to be in compliance 

with these principles. It would be a misunderstanding if the message conveyed to staff was that 

these are “only” principles, and exceptions could be tolerated. First it has to be clearly defined what 

each principle means in practice in the specific environment of a national statistical office and 

system, before the room of manoeuvre for exceptions can be explored. It is very important that each 

principle means the same thing across all subject areas, although the way to implement it may differ 

somewhat between areas.  

5. A difficult part of implementing a change process with a horizontal character lies in 

ensuring that at a set date, a certain change element is applied in all areas. To avoid that during the 
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implementation process the differences between areas temporarily widen instead of gradually 

narrow, it is advisable to start implementation in those subject areas that have the longest way to go, 

and to encourage learning from those units that have already fully or at least partially reached the 

objective. 

6. Translating each principle into standards of behaviour valid for all areas requires a high 

degree of involvement of staff that is engaged in these daily activities across domains. Furthermore, 

staff must ensure that their supervisors, up to the senior management, are behind this process not 

only for the sake of international organisations, but also because they are fully convinced that these 

changes do benefit national users and decision-makers, and contribute to providing media, citizens 

and economic agents with reliable, regular and impartial benchmark information about the state and 

the development of the country, thus increasing transparency. The producers of official statistics, 

and in the first instance the statistical office, have to be perceived by users as credible so that their 

results can be trusted. By providers of unit-level information such as businesses and households 

they have to be perceived as guardians of the confidentiality of unit-level information in its dual 

meaning of exclusive use for statistical purposes and no disclosure to third parties outside the 

statistical system. In other words, the producers of official statistics, and especially the statistical 

office as the only part of a national administration for which statistics is the core business, have to 

be perceived differently from “normal” parts of the national administration that are under the full 

control of government. The principle of professional independence means, among other things, that, 

firstly, a government cannot give orders to statistical producers, and that statistical producers should 

not seek instructions, guidance or advice from government concerning certain issues (methodology, 

dissemination). Secondly, the principle of confidentiality implies that the government (or any other 

part of the administration, or even a court) cannot request unit-level data that are in the statistical 

system for non-statistical purposes.  

7. These are two examples where the principles set clear limits of behaviour to staff of 

statistical producers. Any “exceptions” beyond these limits undermine credibility and trust, and 

where they still exist as part of the old legacy, they have to be stopped as soon as possible, and even 

before the legal basis that may still exist for such exceptions have been adapted. In order to avoid 

the creation of further cases of exceptions, staff from the subject-matter units has to be made aware 

of these limits. This requires a process of defining the standards of behaviour and limits, training of 

staff on possible ways to implement them, a contact point in the statistical office to which staff can 

turn if they need advice, and the monitoring of the progress toward full implementation of a 

principle. The standards resulting from this process should become standards not only for the 

statistical office, but, possibly after some experience within the statistical office, should be turned 

into system-wide standards, and the respective training and help desk functions issues opened to 

staff from other producers of the system. 

8. Limits of behaviour lead, as one of the consequences for staff at all levels, to an obligation 

to say “no” to certain requests from outside the statistical system, even if they come from very high 

level, and even if until then such requests have been met. They also lead to a strict ban on allocating 

responsibilities to units that produce official statistics through other laws than the statistical law. 

Notably for the statistical office as the core of the system, there is no leeway for activities that 

create a conflict of interest with one of the principles of official statistics. This is the reason why 

official statistics and policy functions, or official statistics and administrative functions towards 

individual persons or business units, have to be separated by allocating them to different 

organisational units. If they were mixed, the credibility of the units that are in charge of official 

statistics and thus bound to impartiality and exclusive use of data for statistical purposes would be 

negatively affected because of the built-in conflicts of interest. 
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2.2 An illustrative example: administrative and statistical business registers 

9. This can be illustrated by an example: A statistical office may be in charge of the country’s 

administrative business register which it uses for some statistical purposes. However, the office is 

neither allowed to maintain the register according to statistical considerations and definitions, but 

has to wait for legal or administrative decisions to modify certain outdated entries, nor can it update 

the register from purely statistical sources (e.g. business surveys), because the administrative use of 

the register would violate the confidentiality provisions for such surveys. As a consequence, the 

rather resource-intensive register activity of the statistical office is of limited use as sampling frame 

and direct source of official statistics. The recommendations of the AGA are clear in such cases: 

transfer of the responsibility for the administrative register to another part of the administration, and 

use of the resources to build up a true statistical business register. The latter register is fed by 

various sources, both of administrative and purely statistical origin, but used exclusively for 

statistical purposes (including as sampling frame and list of respondents for statistical surveys). It is 

maintained according to statistical standards, such as those set up in the corresponding international 

regulations.  

10. This example of a recommended horizontal change process has, to a large degree, been 

successfully implemented in the more advanced countries, including the transfer of the 

responsibility for the administrative business register to another agency that is not part of the 

statistical system. In some other countries the AGA reported in-between situations, and an absence 

of a clear directive on how to use and what to do with this key instrument of official statistics: The 

responsibility for the administrative register is normally already with an agency other than the 

statistical office, and the statistical office is in charge of what the statistical law describes as 

“statistical” business register. However, the statistical office does not feel authorised to change 

unilaterally certain entries. In addition, data from the “statistical” register are “shared”, i.e. 

exchanged with administrative parts of the administration in both directions. In addition, units in 

charge of statistics for certain sectors of the economy keep (e.g. through the regional statistical 

offices) their own lists of respondents distinct from the central register.  

11. The relevance of this example here is fivefold: firstly, it demonstrates the need for clearly 

defining the role of each horizontal element in the statistical system and giving it clear objectives; 

secondly, it highlights the need for closely associating all the subject-matter units that either use this 

instrument or feed it with data in their responsibility; thirdly, it insists on the different conceptual 

natures of registers for administrative and registers for statistical purposes, fourthly, it links to the 

principle that requires an organisational separation between administrative or policy functions and 

official statistics activities, and fifthly, it serves as an example of the conflicting co-existence of 

“old” and “new” concepts within the same horizontal activity. 

2.3 Planning process and human resources 

12. Coming back to horizontal issues in general of the AGA list to be addressed: It is not 

straightforward for the senior management of a statistical office to decide on a sequence of 

implementation that is both logical and feasible in terms of available resources. In an environment 

of scarce resources, especially with respect to qualified staff, it may seem a luxury to use them for 

horizontal issues rather than in key subject areas, where they might bring more immediate and more 

visible results, and even more so to use some of their time for training and advising staff from other 

producers. However, the AGA are clear in asking for emphasis to be given to horizontal issues as 

they will facilitate improvements in more than one subject area at the same time and because the 

nature of the change will affect people, processes and culture throughout the office.  

13. Particular attention has to be paid to how change processes for horizontal activities are 

organised and how responsibilities are defined; this is less straightforward compared to change 

processes that are limited to one stove-pipe. Horizontal activities require more interaction and 
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communication. Either existing staff from horizontal units can be motivated and trained to take up 

such a challenge, or staff from subject area departments who can be motivated to take up a difficult 

horizontal responsibility can be transferred. Assigning new people from outside, without experience 

in official statistics, directly to horizontal tasks is the third option if the two other options turn out 

not to be feasible. 

14. An example of a process that will undergo a profound change is the planning and 

coordination procedure in setting up and evaluating multi-year and annual programmes. Based on 

the AGA, units will have to be asked to identify those parts of their daily activities that are an 

incompatible legacy from the past, and to develop proposals for phasing out these parts while 

producing results that are still considered relevant by a sufficient variety of users through new 

sources and methods. These proposals may include sources that are the responsibility of another 

unit in the statistical office, or of another statistics producer, or even a source that has not been used 

so far by official statistics. A production unit will have to cooperate much more with other units 

who will use the data it collects for their production as well, while its own production might not 

depend only on sources it collects itself, but also on those collected and managed by others. In such 

an environment of mutual input and use, the process for developing a statistical programme will be 

much more complex than simply adding the proposals developed independently by different 

domains. To these domain-specific proposals the elements of horizontal change as described before 

must be added. 

15. A critical issue with respect to programmes is the balance between on-going activities that 

are repeated in the same way as always or with only minor changes, and the horizontal and domain-

specific change activities (projects) that have a beginning and an end. Too much change at the same 

time is likely to have disruptive effects on some on-going activities. Unfortunately, it is not possible 

to stop all on-going activities say for one year, during which the new house will be built.  

16. Some of the countries around the table here have been successful in going quickly towards 

compliance with European standards, while still maintaining an impressive range of production that 

was continuously improved with respect to many quality criteria. They are in a good position to tell 

other countries which are at the beginning of such a change process how to find this crucial balance 

between on-going and change activities. However, it has to be said that it has not been possible to 

maintain all parts of the traditional programme of work at the same level and simply add all the new 

change items to the programme. Existing resources have to be reallocated to a certain extent, and 

this means that some hitherto regular activities have to be scaled down or dropped completely, 

which may require difficult discussions with potential users of these statistics. 

2.4 Revision of the statistical law 

17. Finally, to the revision of statistical law, which is a kind of envelope for all elements of 

horizontal change that are addressed in the AGA. It is the subject that will need to be discussed at 

the political level with the government, President and Parliament, with other ministries and agencies 

such as the Central Bank, and with other stakeholders (e.g. from business and media). Some of the 

horizontal change activities can be started before the statistical law is amended, but a successful 

completion of these changes on the basis of existing legislation will only be possible in a few cases. 

The successful revision of the law is therefore a major pillar in this change process. Great care has 

to be devoted to it in order to ensure that the provisions in the revised law are not only in line with 

the principles, but go further in specifying the institutional set-up for the statistical system of the 

country. For instance, that the law can fulfill its role efficiently and in full compliance with the 

principles. Attention is also required to avoid incoherent or even conflicting provisions between 

different articles of the law, as well as clarifying the relationship to other laws that might make 

provisions on either statistics or confidentiality. Laws of other countries can be used as an input, but 
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at the end it must be a nationally owned law with which the country can identify itself as simply 

taking over a law from another country will not be sufficient.  

18. Revising the law is therefore another complex change activity, but it is one of the few 

occasions with the potential to raise the attention of important players in the country for official 

statistics in general, and not only for specific results that are released. It is an opportunity to 

promote the role of official statistics in a modern society. Combining the public release of an AGA, 

as some CIS countries have, with a media event is a good idea and can be seen as a first step to a 

wider promotion campaign for official statistics that should ideally accompany the process of 

revising the statistical law. 


