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2. QUALITY GUIDELINES FOR OECD STATISTICS

2.1

Introduction

54.
The quality guidelines presented here reflect known good practice adopted in the OECD
Secretariat or in other national and international bodies active in statistics. They are designed to fill an
information gap existing across OECD Directorates, by helping statisticians to identify the highest quality
and the most effective solutions for carrying out their activities. They are intended for internal use within
the OECD and should be implemented by all parts of the Organisation, according to the nature of
individual activities and available resources.
55.
The quality guidelines provided underpin the OECD Quality Framework by providing a basis for
the evaluation of a proposed new statistical activity and for the self-assessment of an existing statistical
activity. They may evolve and be refined over time as better practices are identified and/or the guidelines
are streamlined.
56.
For an international organisation such as the OECD, the quality of statistics produced depends on
two aspects - the quality of data and metadata obtained from national agencies and the quality of the
internal processes for collection, verification, compilation, analysis and dissemination of these data. The
quality framework and guidelines focus on enhancing the quality of data used and disseminated by the
OECD through improvements in the Organisation’s statistical processes and management.
57.
Whilst the quality of data obtained from national agencies is a very important aspect of the
quality of OECD output, it is not the subject of these guidelines, which are primarily concerned with those
activities that are completely under OECD control. The quality of data obtained from national agencies
should be assessed by the activity element managers, and the relevant OECD Committees, Working
Groups or user Directorates, in partnership with the national agencies in accordance with quality
assessment procedures specifically designed for that purpose.
58.
As stated in para. 8, quality is defined as “fitness for use” in terms of user needs. In accordance
with the quality framework, it is viewed as having seven dimensions, namely, relevance, accuracy,
credibility, timeliness, accessibility, interpretability, coherence. The quality characteristics of most
importance depend on user perspectives, needs and priorities, which vary across groups of users. In these
guidelines, particular focus is given to those aspects of a statistical activity that reflect the value added to
the data by the OECD, in particular, those features that ensure accessibility, interpretability and coherence.
In addition, the adoption of best available practices would help OECD statisticians to adopt the most
effective approaches to data and metadata collection, management and dissemination.
59.
Success in the management of quality requires a common concern for, and pride in, quality
among statisticians and managers at all levels of the OECD. High quality OECD statistics cannot be
achieved only through the imposition of rules. It also requires attention to client needs coupled with the
application of sound statistical and managerial knowledge at all levels, as well as the application of
advanced statistical techniques and IT technologies. To achieve this target a motivated and qualified staff
is essential. Therefore, on-going initiatives are required to improve the expertise of statistical staff
(e.g. through the training programme for statisticians), sharing good practice, formulation of the OECD
statistics strategy and the development of an esprit de corps among OECD statisticians (e.g. through
OECD statisticians meetings).
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60.
The guidelines presented below are aimed at a single statistical activity. However, statistical
activities do not exist in isolation. They are bound together by a common statistical infrastructure and the
fact that their outputs may be viewed and used in combination. Potential improvements to statistical
infrastructure are the subject of other OECD initiatives. However, whilst the guidelines do not explicitly
cover the infrastructure supporting statistical activities – computing, methodology, and publishing – they
do take into account the interaction between statistical activities through consideration of the data they
jointly make available.
61.

A statistical activity is considered in terms of seven phases:
•

definition of the data requirements in general terms;

•

evaluation of other data currently available;

•

planning and design of the statistical activity;

•

extraction of data and metadata from databases within and external to the OECD;

•

implementation of a specific data and metadata collection mechanism;

•

data and metadata verification, analysis and evaluation; and

•

data and metadata dissemination.

Each phase is considered within the context of the seven quality dimensions described in Part 1 of this
document. Particular attention is given to those aspects of a statistical activity that reflects the value added
to the data provided by the OECD, in particular, the features that ensure accessibility, interpretability and
coherence.
62.
The Guidelines provided in Section 2.2 are given separately for each of the seven phases listed
above, recognising that phases may overlap to some extent or may be carried out in parallel or iteratively
rather than consecutively. Furthermore, for some statistical activities, some phases may not be applicable.
2.2

Guidelines for different phases of statistical activities

63.
The following Guidelines are provided for each of the seven phases outlined in para. 54 above for
each statistical activity undertaken within the Organisation. The Guidelines for each phase comprise: aims,
context and a list of the guidelines to be applied. Guidelines are provided for each phase separately. The
Guidelines presented below incorporate best practice already in place within the OECD and in other
statistical agencies2.

2

See “Statistics Canada – Quality Guidelines” (1998); “Statistics Canada’s Quality Assurance Framework” (2002); “US
Census Bureau Section 515 Information Quality Guidelines” (2002).
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Useful linkages to statistical web pages3
The following references contain a wide range of information relevant for OECD statistical activities. In case of any
changes, updated links can be found visiting the OECD Statistics Portal.
OECD intranet for statistics http://intraweb1/STD-SIMS-OECDSTATS-WA/index.asp
The Intranet contains information on: data and metadata, statistical meetings and activities, methodological documents,
technical guides, guidelines for statistical activities, etc. (internal only).
OECD 2011 Statistical Programme of Work
http://www.oecd.org/document/16/0,2340,en_2825_293564_2496336_1_1_1_1,00.html
The Programme provides an overview of the implementation of the OECD statistics strategy, a summary description of
OECD statistical activities and more detailed information on each activity (internal only).
Questionnaire for compiling the OECD Statistical Programme of Work (OSWP)
http://intraweb1/STD_SIMS_OSWP_WA/sa_activity_list.asp
The questionnaire is used for compiling the Programme of Work (internal only).
OECD Glossary of Statistical Terms http://stats.oecd.org/glossary/
The Glossary contains about 6 000 statistical terms, definitions and context information where appropriate.
OECD Publishing Policies and Guidelines
http://oecdshare.oecd.org/pac/Lists/Best%20Practices%20%20How%20To/Best%20Practice%20%20How%20To.aspx
(internal only).
UNECE Integrated Presentation of Statistical Work http://www.unece.org/stats/stats_e.htm
The Integrated Presentation gives a detailed description of statistical activities undertaken by the OECD and other
international organisations.
International Classifications http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods.htm
The site contains all main international statistical classifications.
International standards for statistical activities
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods/statorg/Principles_stat_activities/principles_stat_activities.htm (metadata) and
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/methods.htm
Several manuals and handbooks developed by international organisations are available here.
IMF data dissemination standards http://dsbb.imf.org/Applications/web/dsbbhome/
The site describes the IMF standards for disseminating statistics, as well as quality standards for statistics.
SDMX http://www.sdmx.org
The site contains information on the OECD-Eurostat-IMF-ECB-BIS-World Bank initiative for establishing standards for
statistical data and metadata exchange. This site also describes the SDMX Common Metadata Vocabulary (MCV) which
contains definitions of metadata terminology, the aim being to ensure a common understanding of metadata elements by
metadata authors.

3

As the Guidelines are for OECD use, a number of the references contained here are only available to OECD
employees, and therefore cannot be accessed from outside the OECD.
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2.2.1

Phase 1: Definition of data requirements in general terms

Aims
64.

The aims of the guidelines are to:
•

ensure that information about expected new (or revised) data requirements is shared across the
Organisation, minimising the risk of duplication of effort and waste of resources;

•

provide an opportunity to interested staff in different parts of the Organisation to contribute to the
development of the activity;

•

help horizontal directorates (STD, ITN and PAC) to perform their roles, maximising internal coordination and improving their capacity to support new developments (through appropriate
statistical inputs, IT infrastructures, dissemination tools, etc.).

Context
65.
At the beginning of each project, potential data requirements are normally specified in terms of
data concepts, coverage, and content. These in turn are determined by data users and uses to which the data
are put. Thus, specifying data requirements implies identification of user groups and their data uses. In
general, there are multiple users and uses, both of which change over time.
66.
In the OECD context, the primary users are OECD Committees and working groups reporting to
Committees or Directorates. They use data for analytical and policy making purposes. They determine the
basic data requirements and set priorities for their collection, as reflected in the OECD Programme of
Statistical Work.
67.
Other users include individuals belonging to the OECD Secretariat who are not members of a
Committee or working group responsible for the data and external users within the governments of OECD
countries and in other organisations. These users do not determine content or priorities except indirectly
though their influence on the Committee or working group responsible for the data.
68.
The analysis of data requirements in general terms is carried out when a new activity has to be
launched, or an existing activity has to be reviewed.
Guidelines
a) The uses to which the data are put are well articulated and documented by the Committee,
Directorate or working group responsible for the statistical activity.
b) The essential data requirements are specified and documented in terms of required concepts,
content, coverage, frequency and timeliness by the Committee, Directorate or working group
responsible for the statistical activity.
c) Existing potential internal users and statistical experts are consulted in determining the
characteristics of data requirements in general terms.
d) In determining the data requirements, consideration is given to the trade-offs between content,
coverage, frequency, accuracy, timeliness, costs and provider burden.
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e) Wherever available, existing international statistical guidelines and recommendations are used for
concepts, definitions, units, classifications, nomenclatures and compilation methods. Divergences
from these international standards are documented and justified.
f) In the absence of existing international standards or Committee recommendations and with a view
to minimising provider burden, concepts, definitions, classifications, nomenclatures are
harmonised with commonly used national practices to the maximum extent possible. Lack of
harmonisation with prevailing national practice is documented and justified.
g) On-going statistical activities are reviewed at regular intervals, in close partnership with
stakeholders, in order to identify new needs, to adopt the most appropriate statistical methods and
to utilise the most effective technical solutions, etc.
Relevant quality dimensions: Relevance and coherence
Importance for cost efficiency: Low
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2.2.2
Phase 2: Evaluation of other data currently available and integration with other OECD
datasets
Aims
69.

The aims of the guidelines are to:
•

minimise costs associated with the statistical activity;

•

minimise unnecessary burden on respondents;

•

improve the coherence between sources used by the OECD;

•

improve the coherence of OECD datasets;

•

adopt as much as possible, concepts, definitions and classifications already in use by the
international statistical community.

Context
70.
After defining the data requirements of a statistical activity (Phase 1), the next step is to
determine which data and metadata are already available in other databases accessible by the OECD. Such
databases may provide some or all of the data and metadata required, thus reducing or eliminating the need
for additional data collection. They may be divided into three categories:
•

internal, created by other OECD statistical activities;

•

external, belonging to other international organisations;

•

external, belonging to national agencies.

71.
The extent to which other databases can meet the data needs of the statistical activity depends not
only upon their nominal content and quality (timeliness, accuracy, etc.), but also on the degree of
harmonisation between them and the statistical activity. Statistical activities within the OECD do not take
place in isolation from one another. They should be harmonised to the extent that unnecessary differences
in concepts, content, coverage, frequency, accuracy, and timeliness are eliminated and that the data
available can be integrated, i.e., viewed and used collectively. Similarly, the statistical activities of the
OECD and other international organisations should be harmonised to the extent that unnecessary
differences are eliminated and that the data available can be integrated.
72.
Metadata describing the content and the structure of databases (see Phase 6) is essential, not only
to enable an assessment of whether the data can (partly) satisfy the needs, but also to describe the relevant
data items to users. The absence of readily available metadata as well as the absence of data may be a
limiting factor in the use of other databases.
73.
In some cases, the statistical activity can imply the development of new definitions,
classifications, etc. Therefore, methodological aspects have to be developed maximising integration with
other international standards.
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Guidelines
a) Statistical activities are carried out minimising the overall cost for the Organisation and the
burden on respondents. Maximum use is made of data already existing in OECD databases or in
databases managed by other international organisation.
b) Each internal OECD or international organisation database is reviewed to determine whether any
required data items are available. If so, arrangements are made to extract and use the data items,
or the reasons for not doing so are documented and justified.
c) Sufficient metadata are acquired for each potentially useful internal OECD database to determine
whether or not that database can provide any required data items. Deficiencies in the metadata
available are documented, discussed with the corresponding database manager at the OECD or
international organisation and remedied where possible.
d) If necessary, potentially useful national agency databases are analysed to determine whether any
required data or metadata items are available.
e) Consideration is given to changes in the statistical activity, concepts, content, coverage,
frequency, accuracy, and timeliness that would allow more use of data available from internal or
external databases. Such changes are made or planned within future work programmes, or the
reasons for not doing so are documented and justified.
f) Consideration is given to adjustments that could be made to data items available from internal or
external databases that would make them usable. Such adjustments are made or planned within
future work programmes, or the reasons for not doing so are documented and justified.
g) Summary information about a new planned activity is provided, as soon as possible, to the Chief
Statistician and other members of the Statistical Policy Group. In particular, a note drafted
according to the outline contained in Phase 3 is sent to the Chief Statistician once this phase is
completed and the decision to undertake the statistical activity is taken.
Relevant quality dimensions: Coherence, timeliness, accuracy, accessibility and interpretability.
Importance for cost efficiency: High
Corporate tools available for program managers4: OECD Statistical Work Programme (OSWP); Gateway
to OECD statistical databases; UNECE Integrated Presentation of Statistical Work and Internet sites of
international organisations; OECD Glossary of Statistical Terms; OECD.Stat.

4

All tools are accessible through the OECD Intranet site for statisticians and analysts.
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2.2.3

Phase 3: Design and planning of statistical activity

Aims
74.

The aims of the guidelines are to:
•

ensure that the most accurate and appropriate concepts, definitions, classifications and statistical
methodologies are used;

•

meet deadlines established by stakeholders;

•

minimise costs associated to the statistical activity;

•

ensure that, in carrying out the activity, the best available IT and statistical tools are used;

•

involve appropriate expert networks in the development of the activity;

•

help horizontal Directorates to perform their roles, maximising internal co-ordination and
improving their capacity to support new developments (through appropriate statistical inputs, IT
infrastructures, dissemination tools, etc.).

Context
75.
Following the definition of data requirements in general terms (Phase 1) and the establishment of
the extent to which they can be satisfied from other databases (Phase 2), Phase 3 concerns the design,
planning and control of the statistical activity. This involves finalising the requirements with regard to
concepts, content and coverage, definitions and classifications, reference period, frequency, accuracy and
timeliness, and then designing, planning and controlling data collection, processing and dissemination
mechanisms to satisfy these requirements efficiently and effectively.
76.
Appropriate planning is crucial to the quality of the final output, as well as its cost-effectiveness.
The planning phase takes into consideration existing and expected resources, IT opportunities and
constraints, and potential external users relevant for marketing initiatives, etc. In this phase is important to
evaluate all main aspects of new activities, in particular, those that can be defined as “horizontal”,
involving as early as possible, experts in STD, ITN and PAC, in order to identify the best tools available
and to minimise costs.
77.
In this phase, several contacts are normally established with experts working in other
international organisations and in national agencies. In this respect, it is fundamental to ensure that the best
statistical experts in the issue are involved. On the other hand, national agencies in charge of co-ordination
of statistical relations with international organisations have to be informed about future OECD plans.
Similar information has to be provided to all interested parties across the OECD, in particular, in STD, in
order to make possible any necessary co-ordination, within the Secretariat and with other international
organisations.
Guidelines
a) The design and planning phase takes the following aspects into consideration:
•

the content of the statistical activity (definitions, classifications, frequency, geographical
breakdown, etc.);

•

types of outputs;
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•

statistical methodologies envisaged for conducting necessary analyses;

•

statistical processes and IT related aspects, such as tools for collecting data and metadata,
characteristics of the database that will contain data and metadata, dissemination tools, etc.;

•

adequacy of the current skills of statisticians and other people involved in designing, planning
and conducting the activity;

•

managerial and financial aspects.

b) Consideration is given to changes in the statistical activity, concepts, content, coverage,
frequency, accuracy, and timeliness that would allow more use of data available from internal or
external databases.
c) Wherever available, existing international standards are used for concepts, definitions, units,
classifications, nomenclatures and compilation methods. Divergences are documented and
justified. In the absence of existing international standards, and with a view to minimising
provider burden, concepts, definitions, classifications, and nomenclatures are harmonised with
commonly used national practices to the maximum extent possible. Lack of harmonisation with
either international standards or prevailing national practice is documented and justified.
d) Where the statistical activity entails the development of new concepts, classifications, etc., new
developments are discussed with experts working in relevant national and international
organisations. These discussions are carried out according to normal OECD procedures.
e) New concepts, definitions and classifications adopted by or agreed within the OECD are widely
publicised.
f) The design of the statistical activity is based, as much as possible, on OECD statistical guidelines
on data and metadata collection, management and dissemination. Divergences from these
guidelines are documented and justified. If necessary, existing guidelines are revised to take into
account more advanced or more effective solutions.
g) In this phase, special consideration is given to the planning of measures that ensure the maximum
possible application of the UN Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics (refer Annex 1).
h) Financial and managerial planning is carried out according to general OECD principles and rules.
i)

Particular attention is paid to the analysis of training needs on statistical and IT issues. Training
needs are discussed with the Statistical Training Advisory Group (STAG), which is in charge of
planning and organising (in close co-operation with the OECD Learning Centre) training
activities for statisticians.

j)

To plan the activity, early contacts are established with ITN, STD and PAC to identify the best
technical and methodological solutions, as well as to plan necessary training activities.

k) The design of the activity has to take into account, as much as possible, the availability of
corporate tools for conducting statistical activities (StatWorks etc).
l)

Necessary information about future activities is transmitted to STD, in order to prepare the OECD
Statistical Programme of Work and to contribute to the UNECE Integrated Presentation of the
statistical activities of international organisations.
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Relevant quality dimensions: relevance, accuracy, credibility, timeliness, accessibility, interpretability and
coherence.
Importance for cost efficiency: Very high
Corporate tools available for program managers5: Toolbox for IT solutions; StatWorks; Training
programme for statisticians; OECD Glossary of Statistical Terms.

5

All tools are accessible through the Intranet site for statisticians and analysts.
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2.2.4

Phase 4: Usage of data from databases within and external to OECD

Aims
78.

The aims of the guidelines are to:
•

minimise OECD resources required for the usage of data and metadata;

•

ensure that, in carrying out the activity, the best available IT and statistical tools are used;

•

minimise the risk of errors in extracting and interpreting data and metadata.

Context
79.
In Phase 2 the existence of required data items within one or more internal and/or external
databases managed by other international organisations is established. In addition, everything possible is
done to harmonise data requirements. This phase refers to the efficiency and effectiveness of the data and
metadata extraction process rather data content.
80.
As for Phase 2, the databases accessed fall into one of three categories: they can be internal,
created by other OECD statistical activities; or external, either belonging to other international
organisations; or belonging to national agencies. Given that data available from international organisation
databases have mostly been collected from national agencies in the first place, there are often two access
options available:
•

data can be extracted from the international agency database. This has the advantage of
benefiting from any editing or compilation already undertaken by the international agency
collecting the data. However, the identification of the source of errors and their correction is
made more difficult;

•

data can be obtained directly from original national sources. This option may produce more
timely data, but is more resource intensive. However, in this case, as the data are transmitted by
the national agencies rather than extracted by the OECD, the operation is described in Phase 5, as
well as all technical aspects related to data extractions from external databases.

Guidelines
a) If the same data are contained in both internal and external databases, ceteris paribus (i.e. they
have the same detail, timeliness, etc.), OECD databases are used.
b) If the same data are contained in both internal and already published OECD databases, ceteris
paribus (i.e. they have the same detail, timeliness, etc.), databases already published by the OECD
are used.
c) When data have to be extracted from an OECD database or a database managed by other
international organisations:
•

the data to be used for preparing publications are extracted from the original database (or data
set) containing necessary data and not from derived databases;

•

maximum use is made of “OECD reference series” or in officially published databases;
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•

data are always (wherever possible) used with related metadata. If metadata are stored separately
from data, files containing metadata are always collected and analysed;

•

if data disseminated by other international organisations are used to produce on-going OECD
publications, a communication is officially sent to the organisations concerned. A formal
agreement (Memorandum of Understanding) between the OECD and the organisation concerned
should be signed, in order to clearly establish data and metadata characteristics necessary for the
OECD activity (timeliness, error free, etc.); OECD Publishing Editorial and Rights provide
policies and guidelines, which should be adhered to.

•

if several variables estimated in a specific statistical context (e.g. national accounts, health
accounts, R&D statistics) have to be used, they are preferably extracted from the same database.
If different databases must be used and metadata are not exhaustive, direct contact with managers
of the databases from which data are extracted is established;

•

in all cases, liaison with manager(s) of the database(s) from which data are extracted is strongly
suggested, especially if data are used to produce regular publications. In particular, useful
information to be acquired may concern:
− presence of provisional or non-verified information in available data and metadata;
− expected future revisions in data and metadata (calendar, content, etc.);
− potential problems in data quality (mainly accuracy and coherence) for data not completely
documented by related metadata;
− any other information useful to evaluate aspects related to data quality;
− coherence between the required data and those contained in other similar sources;

•

ratios and indicators can be used as such only if they are considered “OECD reference series”.
Otherwise, individual series are extracted and ratios are calculated according to the methodology
established by the activity manager;

•

data extraction procedures are automated. Manual imputations are always avoided;

•

data extraction procedures are efficient. In particular, for automated extraction, the data
requirements are embedded in software and thus extraction can be conducted at the press of a
button with minimal intervention. In any case, data extraction procedures are documented;

•

data extraction procedures are error proofed. In particular, possible sources and types of error are
analysed and provisions are in place to check and correct for errors that occur;

•

if complex extractions are needed and/or generalised extraction procedures are not available, the
procedure to extract data is agreed to by the activity manager and manager(s) of the database(s)
from which data have to be extracted;

•

if the extraction requires the treatment of confidential data not accessible to unauthorised OECD
officials, the procedure to extract data is agreed to by the activity manager and manager(s) of the
database(s) from which confidential data have to be extracted. Temporary authorisations to
access confidential data can be attributed to Secretariat officials according to the rules established
by the Organisation;
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•

information about the OECD database used for data extraction is reported in the OSWP.

d) Summary information about OECD source and external databases used to carry out the activity is
reported in the OSWP.
Relevant quality dimensions: accuracy, timeliness, accessibility, and interpretability.
Importance for cost efficiency: Very high
Corporate tools available for program managers6: OECD Glossary of Statistical Terms;
Gateway
to
OECD Statistical Databases; OECD.Stat; Corporate procedures to extract data and metadata from existing
sources.

6

All tools are accessible through the Intranet site for statisticians and analysts.
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2.2.5

Phase 5: Implementation of specific data collection mechanism

Aims
81.

The aims of the guidelines are to:
•

minimise OECD resources required for data and metadata collection;

•

minimise the burden on data and metadata providers;

•

minimise the risk of errors in collecting data and metadata;

•

provide to national agencies in charge of co-ordination of statistical activities summary
information about data and metadata flows between the country and the OECD;

•

provide the OECD community of statisticians information on data and metadata flows between
each country and the OECD.

Context
82.
The requirements for data are established in Phase 1; the possibilities for extracting these data
from other databases are determined in Phase 2 and elaborated in Phase 4. Phase 5 refers to the acquisition
of data that cannot be extracted from other databases within the OECD and therefore require the
establishment and operation of data collection (or selection) and transmission mechanisms specifically to
service the statistical activity.
83.
In general, this imposes a burden on the data provider, who has to obtain (or select) the data and
transmit them to the OECD. For Member countries, provision of data by national agencies is a condition
of membership. For co-operating non-Member countries and international organisations, provision of data
is a condition of co-operation with the OECD. Nevertheless, in all cases, the OECD has an obligation to
minimise provider burden.
84.
OECD data collection activities are a reflection of the decentralised nature of the OECD
statistical system and collection processes have, in the main, evolved over the years from bilateral
arrangements between individual areas within the OECD Secretariat and national agencies or other
international organisations. Furthermore, the diversity of data management systems used at the OECD has
contributed to the wide variety of such arrangements. As a result, the OECD currently uses a large number
of individual data flows, formats and technologies to collect data and metadata. In the context of this
phase, the guidelines focus on issues of data and metadata exchange rather than data and metadata content
issues.
85.

In general, data collection activities may be divided between those that:
a) collect data that are part of an individual source agency on-going dissemination programme
established at national level;
b) are already available at national level, but are especially requested by the OECD (for example,
following a more detailed breakdown or a different classification) and are not part of an on-going
dissemination programme established at national level7;

7

For example, national accounts are transmitted to international organisations adopting a specific questionnaire, which also
contains data not regularly disseminated at national level.
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c) become available only because a statistical survey is carried out by national sources following an
OECD special request.
86.

There are four main possible data and metadata transmission models:
•

The first model “many to many” corresponds to the situation where the source agency sends
different files containing very similar (or the same) data and metadata to all international
organisations involved in the exchange. In this case the reporting burden on the source agency is
maximised. This model represents the most common situation and is the only feasible model
where data requirements, transmission formats, data presentation formats and media are not
common across international organisations, or where the national source is not able to adopt the
standards proposed by the international organisation. In some cases, common questionnaires are
defined by international organisations. In these instances the source agency sends the same file at
the same time to all international organisations involved. This is the most efficient model from
the source agency’s point of view but presupposes the co-ordination of content, data presentation
format and medium between international organisations.
Chart 1
Many to many

NSO1
NSO2

Inter. Org. 1

NSO..

Inter. Org. 2

NSO...
Inter. Org. .
NSO n-1

Inter. Org. p

NSO n

•

The second model “many to one” is the situation where data is sent to one international
organisation that redistributes the data to other organisations. This model also presupposes coordination of content, format and medium between international organisations. In this model, the
data provider, this time different from the source agency, is the most active participant of the
exchange. A major drawback of this model is the absence of direct contact between international
organisations and national providers, other than the organisation acting as the gateway. Another
problem occurs when a data error is discovered by one of the international organisations,
corrected, but changes are not communicated to the others.
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Chart 2
Many to one

NSO1
NSO2

Inter. Org. 1
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Inter. Org. p

NSO n

•

The third model is the “data-sharing” model where the source agency loads their data into a
repository accessible to a number of international organisations. The repository could simply be
the internet. The data made available by each source agency need not use the same format or
even be in one physical database, but, if data are in the same format, it is possible to present the
data as a common database. A simple form of the data-sharing model is the situation where
national statistical organisations place all required data on the internet in their web databases.
This model is very efficient from the data provider’s point of view and the data user is the more
active participant. Furthermore, the receiving organisation benefits from receiving data to the
same quality standards the source agency extends to their regular web products. Other important
advantages of this model are that it offers the opportunity for automating the extraction process
and that it could be used as a common repository. The main obstacle to the implementation of
this model by a large number of source agencies in the short-term is the high degree of cooperation and agreement needed amongst data providers and data collectors. Nevertheless, use of
technologies such as XML would greatly facilitate the implementation of this model.

•

Finally, the “special agreement” model is normally used when data are transmitted as part of a
wider agreement, which normally oblige the national source to conduct an “OECD survey”. In
this model, the transmission mechanism is established on a case by case basis.

87.
The first two models are normally used for cases (a) and (b) outlined in para. 78, while the fourth
model is used in special cases or when microdata have to be transmitted. Nowadays, “data sharing” is still
rare, even if it seems very promising and perhaps represents the future of data and metadata
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Chart 3
Data-Sharing model
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transmission8. It is used by the OECD for data collections of type (a) for a few countries. In fact,
international organisations are currently co-operating to establish new standards for data and metadata
descriptions. In particular, OECD, Eurostat, the UN Statistical Division, the European Central Bank, the
IMF and the Bank for International Settlements have launched the SDMX project which is a joint initiative
to explore common e-standards and on-going standardisation activities (more information about these type
of initiatives are presented in Annex 4 of this document).
88.
The OECD currently makes greater use of the first type of collection process (the many-to-many
model), with arrangements generally being made on a bilateral basis between individual Directorates and
the external source agency. The use of on-line access to databases is increasing, though there is
considerable variation in the range of data contained on those databases and the efficiency of search and
extraction facilities provided by the source agency.
Guidelines
a) The data and metadata transmission procedure is designed to be:
•

as automated as possible at both ends of the transmission process. If this is not possible, the
reasons why are regularly reviewed and documented;

•

as efficient as possible for both organisations. The costs associated with the transmission
comprise both those derived from the development of the procedures for data and metadata
transmission, and those associated with the on-going transmissions and the maintenance of the
procedures;

•

error proofed. In particular, an analysis of possible sources and types of error is carried out before
choosing the procedure. Procedures (embedded in electronic questionnaires or used when data

8

This approach is going to be adopted, as case study, for the transmission of annual national accounts. See the paper on the
National Accounts World Wide Exchange (NAWWE) project at http://www.oecd.org/doc/M00033000/M00033849.doc
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are received) are put in place to check whether such errors have occurred and to correct for them
if they have;
•

timely, i.e. transmission occurs as soon as the data are available.

b) Multiple data and metadata transmission procedures can be used for the same statistical activity.
They are established according to:
•

the technical capacity of the agency that provides data and metadata. The OECD promotes the
use of the most advanced transmission tools, encouraging national agencies to adopt international
standards available for data and metadata exchange;

•

the amount of information to exchange and its characteristics (e.g., time series, cross sectional
data;

•

the frequency of the transmission (monthly, annual, etc.);

•

the participation of other international organisations in the transmission agreement or in similar
exchanges.

c) If different options are available, the data and metadata transmission process is selected in
agreement with the source agency, taking into account the needs of both sides of the transmission
process.
d) Preliminary information is acquired from the data providers to establish whether the data satisfy
the concepts, content, coverage, frequency, accuracy, timeliness, and coherence specified by the
primary users and to enable other users to interpret data and determine whether they are fit for
their intended use(s). This information can be acquired through national representatives sitting in
the body (committee, working party, etc.) interested in the statistical activity.
e) For each statistical activity, data and metadata transmission procedures are documented. Detailed
documentation about these procedures is updated and stored under the supervision of the manager
in charge of the activity, whilst summary information is stored in the OSWP database.
f) Because data collections carried out across the OECD have very different characteristics, specific
guidelines have been developed for each category of data collection. In particular, OECD data
requirements may be summarised as falling within six broad categories:
• Monthly and quarterly short-term economic (aggregate) data and indicators (including
quarterly national accounts, labour force survey data, international trade, etc.) used mainly by the
OECD Economics Department for the preparation of the OECD Economic Outlook and country
surveys. At first sight, these data may appear comparable across countries, though closer
examination frequently reveals extensive differences in definitions, classifications, coverage, etc,
thus highlighting the need for the collection of appropriate metadata for each indicator. Such data
are normally part of the regular dissemination programme of national statistical institutions;
• Annual “basic” economic and social statistics (annual national accounts, structural business
statistics, labour force survey data, international trade by commodity, etc.) required for both
specific country analyses and for international comparisons. These data are generally compiled
by national agencies following international standards (and questionnaires agreed to by several
international organisations) though some adjustments to the data by the OECD Secretariat are
43

STD/QFS(2011)1
often required to produce more comparable figures. Such data are normally compiled by national
statistical organisations but not necessarily as part of their “normal” dissemination programme;
• Other statistical data on specific economic, social and environmental variables collected either
annually or on an ad hoc basis. These data are widely produced in the absence of any existing
international standards, using national definitions and classifications. Extensive work is required
by the OECD Secretariat to make such data more comparable and in the collection of metadata to
permit evaluation of accuracy and comparability. Such data are also normally compiled by
national statistical organisations or other public agencies;
• Statistics compiled annually or occasionally by agencies other than national statistical
organisations. These data may be by-products of administrative activities compiled by agencies
without a well established “statistical culture” and/or a commitment to adherence to existing
international statistical standards. Metadata is frequently not available for such data;
• Data produced annually or occasionally by national agencies (often national statistical
organisations or other government agencies) conducting surveys specifically designed by the
OECD;
• Microdata, normally produced by national statistical organisations transmitted to the OECD or
accessed by OECD research staff through electronic networks.
Table 4 below provides a synthetic view of suggested options for each of the six categories presented
above with reference to transmission processes. For each category, the preferred option is indicated, in
addition to (at least) one “second best” solution.
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Table 4 – Taxonomy of data and metadata transmission methods to be used for different categories of data
and metadata collections
TOOL

Category A
Short-term,
part of
national
dissemination

Category B
Annual basic
NSO
statistics,
standard

Category C
Annual basic
NSO statistics
non-standard

Category D
Annual nonNSO
statistics

Category E
Annual,
occasional
OECD
specific

Category F
Microdata

Paper form

To be
avoided both
for data and
metadata

To be
avoided both
for data and
metadata

To be avoided
both for data
and metadata

To be
avoided both
for data and
metadata

To be avoided
both for data
and metadata

Spreadsheet
file (or .csv)

Possible for
small amount
of data or for
non-member
countries.
Useful for
metadata

Possible for
data (with
internal
checks) and
metadata.

Preferred
option both for
data (with
internal
checks) and
metadata (in
particular, for
one-off data
collections)

Preferred
option both
for data (with
internal
checks) and
metadata (in
particular, for
one-off data
collections)

Possible for
data. Useful for
metadata

GESMES/TS

Useful option
both for data
and metadata
if SDMX not
implemented.

Second best
option both
for data and
metadata if
SDMX not
implemented.

Useful both for
data and
metadata if
SDMX not
implemented.

Second best
option both
for data and
metadata but
might require
high initial
investment if
SDMX not
implemented.

Preferred
option both for
data and
metadata

SDMX

Preferred
option for
data, also for
metadata
Useful option
both for data
and metadata
(via SDMX
web service)

Preferred
option for
data, also for
metadata
Useful option
both for data
and metadata
(via SDMX
web service)

Preferred
option for
data, also for
metadata
Useful option
both for data
and metadata
(via SDMX
web service)

Preferred
option for
data, also for
metadata
To be
avoided both
for data and
metadata

Not yet
possible

On-line
extractions
from DBs
internal to
national
sources

Useful option
both for data
and metadata
(via SDMX
web service)

Very useful
option only for
data, rarely for
metadata

Useful option
both for data
and metadata
(via SDMX
web service)

Possible only
for a very
small amount
of data and
metadata
Preferred
option for
data (with
internal
checks) and
metadata
(especially
for one-off
data
collections)
Normally not
feasible
because of
initial
investment
and the
limited
statistical
capacity of
national
sources
Preferred
option for
data, also for
metadata
Normally not
feasible
because of
the limited
statistical
capacity of
national
sources
Normally not
feasible
because of
the limited
statistical
capacity of
national
sources

Ad-hoc
formats
specified
case-by-case

To be
avoided

To be
avoided

Possible option
both for data
and metadata

On-line
extractions
from websites
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Second best
option both
for data and
metadata

Very useful
option both for
data and
metadata

Possible
option both for
data and
metadata

Not feasible for
data because
of
confidentiality
issue.
Sometimes
possible for
metadata
Normally not
feasible for
data because
of the securityconfidentiality
issue.
Sometimes
possible for
metadata
Second best
option both
for data and
metadata
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g) Whenever possible and appropriate, corporate tools provided in the context of StatWorks have to
be used. In particular, when the data collection is undertaken using a spreadsheet file, the
generalised tool for designing the questionnaire has to be used.
h) When time series have to be collected, each transmission should cover the full length of the series
(i.e., not only the most recent values, but also the historical values). The origin of the time series
should be the initial period (year, quarter, month, etc.) when the most recent methodological rules
(definition, coverage, classification, etc.) are applied, in order to incorporate all revisions to
historical data, if any.
i)

If confidential data are collected, they must be clearly flagged by the source agency.

j)

If a specific (electronic or paper) questionnaire is issued, it is designed according to
internationally recognised standards, is tested prior to use and (for on-going data collections) is
evaluated after use. The request transmitted to the source agency has to contain the following
elements:

•

a letter containing a brief presentation of the purpose of the initiative and the political/analytical
context in which it has been launched, a description of the future use of data to be transmitted and
the general characteristics of data and metadata requested, and a clear reference to the expected
treatment of confidential data, if any. A contact name must be indicated for answering questions
and providing relevant information to source agencies. A copy of the letter is always sent to the
OECD Chief Statistician and to the national agency (normally the national statistical office) in
charge of co-ordination of statistical relations with international organisations;

•

explanatory notes containing instructions for the compilation of the questionnaire and for the
transmission to the OECD of the compiled questionnaire. Ensure that the instructions are concise,
clear and easy to read, for example, all acronyms should be explained.

•

the questionnaire;

•

detailed description of definitions and classifications to be adopted in compiling the
questionnaire.

k) In designing the questionnaire:
•

use words and concepts that have the same meanings for both respondents and the questionnaire
designers. When appropriate, reuse questions from other surveys;

•

ensure that the questionnaire has a professional appearance;

•

pre-test the questionnaire before it is sent out officially. The test can be conducted informally
using two or three respondents with different degrees of statistical/technical capacity;

l)

The metadata required from data providers are expressed using internationally or commonly
accepted formats. The metadata are guaranteed by the providers to be accurate and up to date. The
initial collection and subsequent on-going maintenance of statistical metadata is a costly exercise.
For this reason, careful thought needs to be given to the amount of necessary metadata before
starting the collection.
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m) If an “OECD survey” has to be explicitly designed, clear and precise guidelines have to be issued
to the national agency in charge of the survey. At a minimum, these guidelines should cover the
following aspects9:
•

the expected results in terms of final tables;

•

the survey frame, which has to be derived using the most appropriate source of target statistical
units. Typically, the business register is used in the case of an economic survey, the farm register
in the case of an agricultural survey, and the labour force or household expenditure area frame in
the case of a household survey;

•

the required coverage and content, typically comprising a stratified simple random sample in the
case of an economic survey and a multi-stage area sample in the case of a household survey;

•

the minimum sample size required to produce estimates of the required degree of accuracy. In the
case of a survey that is repeated annually or more frequently, sample rotation is considered as a
means of reducing the burden on individual respondents;

•

the instructions for compiling the report to be transmitted to the OECD with the results of the
survey. The report has to contain summary information about the way in which the survey has
been conducted, statistical measures of accuracy, data editing procedures adopted, etc.

Relevant quality dimensions: accuracy, timeliness, accessibility, and interpretability.
Importance for cost efficiency: Very high
Corporate tools available for program managers10: OECD Glossary of Statistical Terms; corporate
procedures to extract data and metadata from existing sources (web sites and databases) and to collect data
from external providers through electronic questionnaires (StatWorks).

9

For more detailed survey guidelines, see Statistics Canada Quality Guidelines, October, 1998

10

All tools are accessible through the Intranet site for statisticians and analysts.
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2.2.6

Phase 6: Data and metadata verification, compilation, storage, analysis and evaluation

Aims
89.

The aims of the guidelines are to:
•

minimise OECD resources required for data and metadata verification, compilation and storage;

•

ensure that the best statistical tools are used to conduct data verification, compilation and
analysis;

•

ensure that appropriate documentation about data verification, compilation, storage and analysis
processes is produced and made accessible to interested users;

•

maximise accessibility to and interpretability of data and metadata;

•

allow easy integration of data and metadata compiled by various statistical activities, in order to
maximise the coherence of OECD statistics.

Context
90.

This phase involves:
•

the application of checks that identify missing, invalid or inconsistent data and metadata or that
point to data and metadata that are potentially in error (data editing);

•

the compilation of final data and metadata, as well as the production of statistical data or
indicators calculated using information collected from external or internal sources;

•

the storage of data and metadata in datasets from which final statistical products are compiled or
users can extract data and metadata;

•

the usage of data for producing statistical and/or analytical results;

•

the review of how data and metadata are useful for the original purpose for which they were
collected and compiled.

91.
The goals of data verification are threefold to tidy up data and metadata; to provide information
to users about the accuracy of the data and metadata disseminated; and to provide the basis for future
improvements to the statistical activity process. Data verification involves data item edit checks to ensure
values are within valid ranges and respect accounting identities. It also includes comparisons over time,
across data items, across datasets and across countries. Similar verification can be made for metadata. In
this case, verification mainly involves the coherence of the information received over time, across datasets
and across countries. Data and metadata editing is likely to be the single most expensive phase of a
statistical activity. Not only is the practice of editing costly in terms of resources used, timeliness and
increased response burden, but it can also lead to severe bias resulting from an incorrect design or
application of editing procedures.
92.
Data compilation involves the production of additional figures or indicators derived from data
originally collected by the OECD. These comprise ratios, supra-national aggregates, seasonally adjusted or
trend-cycle values, composite indicators or composite leading indicators. Metadata compilation involves
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the preparation of summary or detailed metadata about data received or autonomously compiled by the
Secretariat, in a format useful for the uses for which they have been collected.
93.
In some cases, the compilation phase also requires the estimation (imputation) of missing values,
adjustments to harmonise data across countries and to overcome series breaks over time caused by changes
in concepts or methodology. Some problems can be eliminated through contact with the data and metadata
provider agency, but in several cases the OECD has to impute (or estimate) some values or time series. In
this case, the most appropriate technique has to be used, in order to improve the overall quality of data
disseminated.
94.
Storage involves placing the data and associated metadata in a database from where they can be
extracted and/or disseminated. Different types of metadata are commonly used to describe data:
•

Table headings and footnotes. They are an integral part of statistical tables published by the
OECD and their aim is to make table headings clear and as brief as possible. Footnotes are also
kept to a minimum and are restricted to those essential for an understanding of the data. In most
instances, tables and footnotes are the only metadata accessed by users.

•

Explanatory notes. They generally provide a brief general description of the indicator and an
outline of key issues that can affect the use of the data, target definitions, etc. Explanatory notes
do not necessarily have to provide much detail on individual country methodology/practices.

•

Summary sources and definitions. They provide a brief outline of current national practices
summarised under a restricted number of broad headings or topics (e.g. definition, coverage,
collection and calculation).

•

More detailed sources and methods. Such metadata contain more detailed methodological
information on individual country practices normally collected and disseminated on the basis of a
detailed metadata model, template or prompt points. These metadata can encompass the whole
range of methodologies involved in describing the source, concepts and coverage, data collection,
data manipulation, etc., for the compilation of an indicator. Such metadata are generally very
costly to compile and maintain.

•

Methodological information disseminated by national sources in publications and/or on websites.
These are potentially the source of the most detailed methodological information available. Some
(though not all) OECD Member countries publish very detailed concepts, sources and methods
for a number of their statistics. The provision of more extensive methodological information, and
the need to make it readily accessible to users through its dissemination on the web, is now
receiving greater recognition.

95.
Analysis involves use of data to examine the issues for which the data collection was initiated. In
essence, an analysis comprises a statement of the issue, the evidence, and the answer based on the data,
while evaluation involves review of the data relative to the original data requirements.
96.
The way in which these sub-phases are conducted is absolutely crucial for minimising “nonsampling errors”, which are the most relevant source of errors for a “secondary” data provider such as the
OECD. These errors can be produced by:
•

coverage errors, due to divergence between the target population and definitions established by
the OECD and those used by the source agency. They include both over-coverage, undercoverage (i.e. the inclusion/exclusion of not requested items) and misclassification;
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•

processing errors, due to the incorrect application of processes to code, classify, transform and
tabulate data and metadata.

97.
Verification, compilation, storage, analysis and evaluation activities are carried out by OECD
Directorates using a wide range of methodological tools, IT infrastructures and procedures. In some cases,
this variety of approaches can reduce the efficiency of the statistical activity, the accuracy of the results, as
well as the accessibility to and interpretability of results. In addition, insufficient documentation about
procedures used to verify and compile data can affect the coherence of data produced, especially when
staff in charge of these phases change over time.
Guidelines
a) Individual data items are subject to automated checks to ensure that values are within valid ranges and
respect accounting identities. To identify outliers individual data items are subject to automated
comparisons within each country, across countries and over time, using appropriate statistical
techniques. Verification processes are to be as repeatable as possible and are to be objective. This is
best accomplished through automation and preliminary test of automatic procedures on simulated data.
b) Specific documentation about the procedures used for verification and the rules to be used to accept
outliers is prepared before starting the verification phase. Regular assessments of verification and
imputation procedures are carried out over time.
c) If applicable, comparisons of data and metadata items are made across related datasets and with OECD
statistical glossaries. Inconsistencies are identified for further investigation.
d) Unusual values identified by verification programs are investigated, accepted as outliers or queried
with data providers and documented so that users are informed.
e) Edits to data and metadata are internally consistent (i.e. not self-contradictory) and ensure that
reapplying the verification procedure to edited values yields no further errors.
f) A data item or series of items that are missing or deemed to be inconsistent or illogical by the editing
process may be subject to imputation processes that substitute valid values for the missing or illogical
values with the permission of the source agency. Imputation without such permission can only be done
when:
•

supra-national aggregates have to be produced (without publishing values for the country
involved) and the country concerned does not represent a large portion of the aggregate;

•

data are not produced at all by the source agency, but good proxies or basic data are available (for
example, in the case of time series breaks due to changes in classifications or when data can be
calculated starting from other data provided by the national source).

When data are estimated or imputed, the label “OECD estimate” is to be used and be clearly
identifiable by users.
g) Supra-national aggregates are computed using internationally accepted standards and practices. The
weights used to calculate aggregates are always made available to users. If, for methodological
reasons, an inconsistency exists between the elementary data and the aggregates, an explanation should
be provided to users.
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h) Seasonally adjusted and trend-cycle values are computed using internationally accepted standards and
practices. Parameters used are documented. If nationally adjusted data are available, they are published
only if the procedures used are compatible with those adopted by the OECD.
i)

Particular attention is directed to making the figures as comparable as possible across countries and
over time. Harmonisation adjustments to achieve such comparability are computed using
internationally accepted standards and practices. In particular, adjustments in definitions, coverage and
classifications are made wherever possible to improve international comparability, even if national
data remain important for within-country analyses and assessments. All adjustments made by the
OECD are clearly described in the framework of metadata associated with data produced in order to
clearly distinguish them from data published by national agencies.

j)

If variables estimated in different statistical contexts (e.g. national accounts, health accounts, R&D
statistics) have to be used to compile derived measures and indicators, they are preferably extracted
from the “OECD reference series” environment. If different databases must be used, and metadata are
not exhaustive, direct contact with managers of the databases from which data are extracted is
established.

k) Liaison with manager(s) of the database(s) from which data are extracted is strongly suggested,
especially if data are used to produce regular OECD publications. In particular, useful information to
be acquired may concern:

l)

•

expected future revisions in data and metadata (calendar, content, etc.);

•

potential problems in data quality (mainly accuracy and coherence) of data not completely
documented by related metadata;

•

any other information useful to evaluate aspects related to data quality;

•

coherence between concerned data and those contained in other similar sources;

•

procedures available to automatically extract data and metadata.

Data are stored in accordance with OECD statistical and IT standards. Table 5 contains an overview of
preferred options for storing data with different characteristics. Tools available in the context of
StatWorks have to be used as much as possible.

m) When confidential data are received, they are stored and analysed in a manner that avoids risk of
disclosure. The manager in charge of the database containing confidential data must adopt all
necessary precautions and measures to avoid any unauthorised access to them. The existence of
confidential data and procedures adopted to avoid the confidentiality disclosure is described in a
special register, managed by the Chief Statistician of the OECD.
n) When new data are to be stored and compiled, they are preferably managed in the framework of
already existing databases, according to their main characteristics. The number of databases is
minimised, as well as the use of new software similar to those already managed by the Organisation.
Final data are stored in OECD.Stat, according to technical standards defined by STD and ITN and
according to publishing standards defined by PAC.
o) Automatic procedures are adopted to constantly monitor how data storage is progressing, how the
coverage (in terms of variables, countries, etc.) of data received is compared to expectations and
deadlines, and how significant are revisions in data, in order to take timely action to solve any
emerging problems.
51

STD/QFS(2011)1
p) Metadata are compiled using internationally accepted standards and practices. In particular:
•

metadata are compiled following definitions contained in the SDMX Metadata Vocabulary11;

•

all relevant definitions used in conducting statistical activities are stored in the OECD Glossary
of Statistical Terms;.

q) The OECD collects and maintains minimal summary methodological information on its databases,
consistent with the primary objective of providing appropriate transparency to the statistics they
describe, except for activities whose primary purpose is the collection of metadata on practices adopted
by national and international data providers. The OECD makes maximum use of more detailed sources
and methods type metadata compiled and disseminated by other international organisations and
national agencies through the creation of URL links with metadata stored in OECD databases in lieu of
direct collection by the OECD.
r) Metadata are stored according to the general rules presented in Table 6. In particular, all metadata
(summary sources and definitions and more detailed sources and methods metadata described in
para. 87) should be readily accessible to all users. Final metadata are stored, as much as possible, in the
forthcoming common repository of metadata.
s) Non-confidential final data and metadata are made easily accessible to internal users. If specific
restrictions apply to internal users other than people involved in the preparation of publications, the
reasons for these restrictions are communicated to users.
t)

The manager of the statistical activity is responsible for the preparation and on-going maintenance of
documentation about procedures adopted for data and metadata verification and compilation. The
documentation is prepared following OECD standards and made available to internal users.

u) Data are subject to issue-oriented analyses providing insight into the issues for which the data
collection was initiated or that are topical.
v) The data and the processes for their collection, processing and dissemination, are evaluated with
respect to the objectives for which the statistical activity was initiated or is being continued.
w) A global evaluation is conducted at the end of each production cycle to evaluate the procedures
adopted to design and plan the statistical activity, the data and metadata in terms of accuracy,
timeliness and relevance, and the processes adopted during the implementation of the activity. For
activities that involve “continuous” (monthly, quarterly, etc.) production cycles, the assessment is
made annually. The results of this evaluation are transmitted to national and international data and
metadata providers, as well as to OECD stakeholders.
x) When data and metadata are collected or compiled in the framework of a project mainly financed
through voluntary contributions, at the end of the project a careful evaluation is carried out to
determine if, in the interest of the OECD, it should be continued. To this purpose, the manager of the
activity will prepare a brief document illustrating pros and cons of continuing the activity for
consideration by the SPG.

11

Available on the SDMX project website at http://www.sdmx.org
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Table 5 – Taxonomy of tools for data storage to be used for different categories of data
TOOL

Category A
Time series,
large
databases
for on-going
activities

Category B
Time series,
small
databases
for on-going
activities

SQL database

Preferred
option
Second
best option

Preferred
option
Second best
option

Fame database

Category C
Time series,
small
databases for
one-off
activities

Category D
Non-time
series, large
databases for
on-going
activities

Category E
Non-time
series, small
databases for
on-going
activities

Category F
Microdata

Preferred
option

Preferred
option

Preferred
option

Preferred
option
Second best
option

MS-Access
databases
Spreadsheet file
(or .csv)

Second best
option

selfassessments

Possible option

Possible option

Possible
option

Table 6 – Metadata storage guidelines
TOOL

Category A
Table
headings and
footnotes

Category B
Explanatory
notes

Category C
Sources and
definitions

Web
document
OECD Central
database(s)
OECD Local
database

Category D
Sources and
methods

Possible
option
Preferred
option
Second best
option

Preferred
option
Second best
option

Preferred
option

Preferred
option

Category E
Methodological
information
disseminated by
national sources
in publications
and/or on
websites
Possible option
Preferred
option

Relevant quality dimensions: accuracy, timeliness, accessibility, interpretability and coherence.
Importance for cost efficiency: Very high
Corporate tools available for program managers12: OECD.Stat; StatWorks, MetaStore

12

All tools are accessible through the OECD Intranet site for statisticians and analysts.
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2.2.7

Phase 7: Data and metadata dissemination

Aims
98.

The aims of the guidelines are to:

•

ensure that all statistical products are disseminated in accordance with OECD Publishing and statistical
policies;

•

maximise the accessibility to and interpretability of OECD statistical products;

•

minimise resources necessary to disseminate statistical products through different media;

•

ensure that statistics disseminated are timely and punctual;

•

maximise the coherence of data disseminated by the OECD in terms of content and presentation.

Context
99.
Dissemination means making data and accompanying metadata and analyses available to users.
The main considerations typically involve the following:
•

content: the degree of aggregation and the need to respect privacy and confidentiality constraints;

•

dissemination media: with advances in information technology, statistical agencies are adding
new formats, especially using internet technologies, including making data and metadata
available in a structured manner so that it is machine readable

•

pricing policy: data and other statistical products are a potential source of revenue. On the other
hand, organisations that have acquired data using public funds have a responsibility to civil
society and an obligation to disseminate (at least some) data as a public good. While some data
may be available for free of charge, it may be in parallel offered for fee with value-added
services.

100.
In the OECD context, users may be divided into three broad categories: internal users, external
users and Secretariat staff. These categories use different media and are subject to different pricing
policies. In addition to print publications, the main electronic distribution mechanisms are:
•

OLISNet: freely available for authorised users in OECD Member governments. It provides access
to the majority of data, including preliminary and unreleased data;

•

Intranet: for Secretariat staff only. It provides access to the majority of data, including
preliminary, unreleased and confidential data;

•

OECD iLibrary: primarily aimed at institutional users who are willing to purchase OECD valueadded online services. It provides access to published data;

•

OECD web site: for all classes of external users. It provide access to published data.

101.
The OECD Publishing Policies within which dissemination must take place. The policy states
that the main target of OECD Publishing is to disseminate as widely as possible and in the most effective
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manner the results of work carried out within the OECD on issues of significant, recognised interest and
relevance so as to:
•

help build support and understanding in Member countries and, as appropriate, in other countries
for policy approaches and standards that Members are pursuing within the framework of the
Organisation’s programme of work; and

•

enhance the credibility of the OECD as a source of timely, relevant analyses, high quality
statistics and policy prescriptions broadly reflecting the economic, environmental and social
performance within the scope of the Organisation’s work programme.

102.
In addition, in acknowledging that dissemination of statistics requires special consideration, the
OECD Council recognised the need to improve the value of statistical publications in order to safeguard
the reputation and credibility of the Organisation.
Guidelines
(a) Statistical products are prepared according to internationally recognised standards13. In particular:
•

the presentation of data and metadata has to be clear and unambiguous;

•

statistical data have to be interpretable by thethe various audiences; ;

•

data are published according to a calendar of release; all products include a contact name, e-mail
address, in order to answer user queries;

•

statistical data contained in different products have to be as coherent as possible. Apparent
inconsistencies should be avoided as much as possible.

(b) Data is not manipulated, nor is their release timed in response to political pressure. The Secretariat has
to decide if the publication of poor quality data received from countries affects the overall credibility
of the OECD as a high quality data provider. If the answer is yes, the Secretariat should refuse to
publish the data.
(c) When data validation by external individuals or organisations (in particular, by national experts
participating in OECD bodies) is necessary to significantly enhance data quality, unreleased
information may be provided to selected individuals or organisations. The latter must take adequate
measures to ensure the confidentiality of the information received. Once agreement between the
Secretariat and countries has been reached on collection and elaboration of specified data, the data that
are going to be published cannot be withdrawn in response to political pressure.
(d) Users must be provided with information necessary to understand both the strengths and limitations of
the data being disseminated. Users must be provided with information necessary to avoid
inconsistencies between OECD statistical products. The documentation provided to users on data
quality should engender an awareness of quality to ensure the proper use of the data.
(e) Documentation on methodology must permit users to assess whether the data adequately approximate
what they wish to measure and whether data are produced with tolerances acceptable for their intended
use. The documentation provided should be clear, well organised and accessible. It should cover, at
least:
13

PAC is developing editorial guidelines for statistical paper products.
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•

the type of data sources used;

•

the nature and purpose of the product, as well as the intended uses of the data;

•

the conceptual universe covered by data;

•

key concepts, variables (or characteristics) and classifications used;

•

a statement of key accuracy issues, as well as an acknowledgement that the data are subject to
error and (if applicable) that the level of error may vary geographically and by other
characteristics;

•

any variation in accuracy and coherence over time and across countries. The issue of coherence is
especially relevant for OECD statistics;

•

if applicable, a statement advising that the data are subject to revision;

•

if applicable, a description of benchmarking and seasonal adjustment made to the data and their
impact.

(f) For statistics derived from administrative sources, the following topics should be also covered:
•

the purposes for which the data were originally collected;

•

the merits and shortcomings of the data for the statistical purpose for which they are being used
(e.g., in terms of conceptual and coverage bias);

•

how the data are processed after being received and what, if anything, is done to correct problems
in the original data set;

•

the reliability of the estimates, including caveats where necessary.

(g) For products that include primarily, or only, analytical results, documentation should be provided on
both the source data and the method of analysis. The requirements for documentation on data source
are similar to those for other statistical products. Documentation of the methods of analysis may be
incorporated into the product either as part of the presentation of the analytical results in the body of
the report, or in separate “text boxes”. Such “text boxes” should also include summary information on:
•

the data sources;

•

key features of the methodology and accuracy of the source data pertinent to the analysis;

•

analytical objectives, concepts and variables;

•

analytical methods used, their assumptions and caveats;

•

statistical significance of the results and any relevant conflicting or corroborating results;

•

appropriate use of the results;

•

a brief description of the possible impact of accuracy issues, assumptions and caveats
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(h) The OECD regularly publishes an advance release calendar for all statistical products. The publication
schedule may comprise a set of target release dates (for example, for press releases of key economic
indicators) or may involve a commitment to release data within a prescribed time period from their
receipt14. The calendar is issued monthly, covering the following three months. If there are occasions
where the OECD cannot adhere to its schedule, the reasons for that (for example, technical reasons or
changes in the priorities of the Organisation) are clearly communicated to users.
(i) The OECD encourages public accessibility to its statistics through the media. To this end, media
representatives are provided with access to online resources and complimentary copies of statistical
publications and other products, according to the OECD Publishing Policy established by the OECD
Council.
(j) To promote a wide knowledge and use of statistics produced by the OECD, press releases are normally
issued to present new data. Statistical press releases can contain:
•

Monthly and quarterly data and indicators published on a regular basis that can have an impact on
market behaviour. A list of these releases and the procedure for disseminating these data is
established by the Chief Statistician in consultation with PAC and made public. In any case, these
data must be simultaneously disseminated to all users.

•

Annual data and indicators produced on a regular basis or one-off. The procedure for
disseminating these data is established by PAC and can comprise their advanced dissemination to
media under embargo.

(k) All statistical products are published in accordance with OECD Publishing Policy and standards. See
Table 7 below.
(l) To maximise co-operation with other national and international data providers, free access to all
statistical products is given to all national government bodies (including national statistical offices), as
well as, subject to reciprocal arrangements, to international organisations.
(m) Core statistical information and methodological documents (manuals, handbooks, etc.) are freely
available.
Customised products and services requested by external clients (tabulations, extraction of data from
databases, etc.) are priced according to the “marginal cost” rule. The current policy is to not provide
customised products and services but rather to encourage users to use OECD standard products and
services.

14
Here “release date” refers to the date on which the data are first publicly made available, by whatever medium, typically, but not
inevitably the web site.
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Table 7 – Summary table of OECD Publishing Policy for statistical products
Type of data

Updates

Channels

Pricing policy

Core statistics

Concurrent

OECD iLibrary, OECD.Stat
Extracts

Free

Complete
databases

Concurrent

OECD iLibrary

Priced
(variable for different
categories of users)

Concurrent

OLISNet
15
(only for the OECD network )

Free

Archive issues

OECD iLibrary, CDROMs,

Priced

Publications

Concurrent

OECD iLibrary, online statistical
table collections, print
publications

Priced

Methodological
documents,
manuals and
handbooks

Concurrent

Statistics portal, OLISNet and
OECD iLibrary

Free

Print publications

Priced

(n) To improve accessibility and interpretability of OECD statistics, as well as to improve cost-efficiency
of data and metadata dissemination activities:

15

•

all statistical products are listed in the “OECD statistical catalogue”;

•

data have to be made available with metadata as far as possible. Definitional, procedural and
operational metadata describing the statistical activity are to be readily available. Metadata are
presented in layers of increasing detail, matching user needs. Table and graph headings reflect the
main issues. Seasonal adjustment procedures are clearly indicated. Measures of accuracy are
provided where available (for example, coefficients of variation, response rates, etc.), as well as
adjustments made for harmonisation;

•

full navigability across different datasets is a medium-term target of the OECD;

•

clear explanations of the reasons for apparent inconsistencies between different data sources have
to be provided to users and support to them in identifying the best data source for their specific
purposes;

•

the use of different formats for presenting different datasets must be kept to a minimum and only
used when they are necessary due to the nature of data concerned;

•

usability tests are conducted on new data products, in their various forms,periodically;

•

a help service supporting the data is well identified and available during working hours.

Including NSOs and other international organisations.
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(o) To improve the efficiency of publishing processes, tools developed by ITN and PAC have to be used
as much as possible.
(p) For purposes of recognition of authors, publications are grouped in the following three categories:
•

Publications containing data tabulations which may include explanatory notes and highlights.
The names of employees and contributors who have had significant and non-routine input to the
contents and presentation of a publication may be listed in the preface or foreword.

•

Reports, manuals and handbooks intended to explain statistical concepts, methods, definitions
and classifications. These publications should contain a preface or foreword under the authority
of the Chief Statistician and the Director of the Directorate responsible for the statistical activity.
The preface should acknowledge primary authorship and major contributions together with a
short description of such contributions.

•

Studies on statistical and analytical issues. In this case the author(s) name should appear on the
front cover and the title page.

For all categories of statistical publications, decisions regarding attribution of credit are the
responsibility of the Director of the Directorate in charge of the statistical activity. Prior to publication,
texts of proposed prefaces are sent to the Chief Statistician.
(q) Licensing of the redistribution and use of OECD statistical information by other parties is an important
component of the OECD’s dissemination strategy. Clients are granted a licence to either redistribute or
use the statistical information within terms and conditions stipulated in the license agreement. For
statistical products, the Rights Unit manages the related terms and conditions. In any case, they have
to oblige resellers to:
•

clearly indicate the data source;

•

disseminate metadata together with data, in order to ensure the necessary interpretability of
statistical tables. In order to do so, authors must store published metadata in a standardised and
machine readable format

(r) When a new statistical activity comes to the end of the first production cycle, the activity manager
prepares a short report to the SPG, describing the main issues encountered in undertaking the activity
and suggestions (if any) to amend the Quality framework (and guidelines), as well as to improve
existing corporate statistical tools.
Relevant quality dimensions: timeliness, accessibility, interpretability, coherence and credibility.
Importance for cost efficiency: High
Corporate tools available for program managers16: OECD.Stat; OECD Statistics portal.
2.3

Quality checklist for new statistical activities

103.
When a new statistical activity is envisaged, the manager has to ensure that Quality guidelines are
carefully taken into account during the entire process of planning and implementation of the activity. Table

16

All tools are accessible through the Intranet site for statisticians and analysts.
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8 highlights the main steps to be followed in the development of a new statistical activity, together with
risks associated with each phase, and proposed actions to minimise the latter.
104.
In particular, the following activities have to be undertaken to ensure the optimal level of cooperation with other parts of the OECD:
•

Before the activity starts, the activity manager will conduct a careful analysis and evaluation of
Quality Guidelines for each step of the process. In addition, the activity manager will involve
other staff concerned in analysing Quality Guidelines and evaluating best practices already
available within the OECD.

•

To ensure an appropriate level of information to other parts of the Organisation, the activity
manager is asked to send to SPG members the minutes of the meetings of all statistical working
parties. In addition, when new demand for a statistical output is formulated by a Committee,
Working group or Directorate, and the preliminary analysis of the topic has been carried out
according to Quality Guidelines, the activity manager is asked to compile questionnaire 2 and
send it to SPG members for comment. Individual SPG members can provide their comments on
the project within 14 working days. In very particular cases, they can ask to discuss the issue at
the SPG, explaining the motivation and purpose for such a discussion. Unnecessary plenary
discussions should be avoided.

•

In the planning phase of the activity the manager is asked to contact ITN, PAC and STD experts
in order to find the most appropriate and efficient technical and organisational solutions. Once
planning of the activity is concluded, the activity manager has to compile the OECD Statistical
Programme of Work (OSWP) questionnaire, where all technical details of the activity are
specified.

•

Once the first cycle of the activity is finished, the activity manager will prepare a short report on
the way in which the project was carried out, highlighting strengths and weaknesses of the
activity and proposals for future improvements, as well as for amending the Quality Framework
and Quality Guidelines. If the activity has been carried out as a one-off exercise, the report will
also illustrate the pros and cons of continuing the activity under different organisational
arrangements. In particular, in light of a possible interest for the Organisation as a whole to
continue the activity, the manager will quantify the costs associated to such hypothesis.
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Table 8 - Main steps to be followed in the development of a new statistical activity
PHASE
Definition of the
data requirements
in general terms
Evaluation of other
data currently
available and
identification of
needs for new data

POTENTIAL PROBLEMS
Difficulties in evaluating relevance

ACTIONS REQUIRED
Involvement of OECD experts

Difficulties in identifying and accessing data available
within the OECD
Difficulties in identifying accessing data available
outside the OECD
Difficulties in interpreting data and metadata available

Involvement of OECD experts
Compilation of the questionnaire and
its transmission to SPG members

Planning and
design of the
statistical activity

Underestimating resources required
Underestimating time required
Poor choice of statistical methods
Lack of communication with, and involvement of,
national statistical experts responsible for coordination
with international organisations
Inefficient IT solution

Extraction of data
and metadata from
databases within
and external to
OECD
Implementation of
specific data and
metadata collection
mechanism

Inefficiencies in accessing internal and external
databases
Difficulties in interpreting data and metadata
Incoherence across databases

Compilation of the OSWP entry for
the activity
Involvement of ITN, PAC and STD in
planning of the activity
Maximum use of corporate tools for
data collection, management and
dissemination
Design of training activities involving
STAG
Maximum use of corporate tools for
data and metadata extraction

Data and metadata
verification,
analysis and
evaluation
Data and metadata
dissemination

Insufficient contact with national data providers
Incorrect or inefficient design of the questionnaire
Use of inappropriate definitions
Inefficient choice of systems for data, metadata
transmission
Inappropriate or inefficient statistical methods
Different methods across countries for the same series

Maximum use of corporate tools for
data and metadata collection
Verification of definitions with those
contained in the OECD Glossary of
Statistical Terms
Maximum use of corporate tools for
data verification, storage and
analysis

Inefficient dissemination procedures
Inconsistency across databases
Inappropriate presentation of metadata
Disclosure of confidential data
Inappropriate data release procedures, affecting
credibility

Maximum use of corporate tools for
data and metadata dissemination
Adoption of OECD editorial
standards
Adherence to OECD Publishing
Policy
“Post mortem” analysis of the activity
and proposals (if any) for future
changes
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