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Measuring Up to the Measurement Problem:
The Role of Statistics in Evidence-Based Policy-making

What is evidence-based policy-making?

Evidence-based policy-making exists when policy de-
cistons are based on careful and rigorous analysis using
sound and transparent data.

In recent years, the international community has fo-
cused increasingly on monitoring and evaluation as the
areas where statistics should be used 1n support of
policy-making. However, policy outcomes are crucially
affected by the use of statistics and statistical proce-
dutes in 'upstream' stages of policy-making, such as
1ssue recognition, programme design, policy choice and
accurate forecasting - as well as monitoring and evalu-
ation.

Sound and transparent statistics are essential for effec-
tive policy-making - a necessary part of the enabling
environment for improving development outcomes.
There is rarely a simple link between statistics and the
adoption of a particular policy. Policy-makers often
draw different policy conclusions from the same set of
data, owing to differences in the type of analysis un-
dertaken and/or to differences in value judgments about
policy objectives.

Why is evidence-based policy-making
desirable?

Evidence-based policy-making is the only way of tak-
g public policy decisions which is fully consistent with
a democratic political process characterised by trans-
parency and accountability.

Transparency: is desirable on grounds of equity and
efficiency. In a democracy, citizens have the right to
know how and why decisions are taken which affect
their lives. Such knowledge 1s an essential part of good
governance. Transparency affords protection against
decision-making processes being captured by sectional

mterests or becoming tainted by corruption. Transpar-
ency provides private firms and households with some
assurance when taking rational personal and business
decisions - thereby promoting the efficiency of capital
matrkets which in turn contributes to faster economic
growth.

Accountability: a central tenet of democracy is that
civil servants should be accountable to politicians, and
that politicians should be accountable to the elector-
ate. Both types of accountability require good data to
be effective. Politicians use statistics to shape party
manifestos which are the objects of choice presented
to the electorate. The availability of mnformation to citi-
zens allows them to monitor the performance of the
governing party during its period of office and to hold
it to account at the next election. For their part, mem-
bers of the government hold senior civil servants to
account by demanding empirical support for the design
of particular policies, by requiring evidence that
programmes are being implemented as planned and by
requesting mformation on the impact of specific inter-
ventions.

To argue 1n favour of evidence-based policy-making is
to acknowledge that other criteria can be, and often
are, used to make public choices. Alternative criteria
for policy-making include:

¢ Power and influence of vested interests: public
policy decisions are made to satisfy particular lob-
bies, interest groups or elites.

*  Corruption: policy-makers make decisions which
favour particular imndividuals or groups in order to
maximise their private gain.

¢ Political ideology: policy-makers are guided in their
decisions by adherence to particular political be-
liefs or ideologies which are relatively impervious
to empirical evidence.
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e Arbitrariness: in the absence of clear criteria by
which to take decisions, or of any process of ac-
countability: one case is treated one way, but a vir-
tually identical case is treated differently.

* Use of anecdotal evidence as a basis for making
policy.

None of these are consistent with transparent and ac-
countable democratic political processes, nor are they
likely to lead to equitable, efficient and effective policy
outcomes.

Strengthening the evidence base of
policy-making in developing countries is
now more important than ever before.
Why?

Firstly, there 1s an urgent need to use statistics in the
design and tracking of national development strate-
gies (including Poverty Reduction Strategies and
sector programmes) and to monitor progress towards

the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

Secondly, in recent years there has been increased de-
mand for statistics to satisfy the needs of more so-
phisticated policy analysis, including a wide range
of microeconomic and macroeconomic models using
quantitative data, as well as a variety of participa-
tory techniques based on the collection of qualita-
tive information. There is a serious danger that national
statistical offices, line Ministries and other government
agencies charged with producing official data will be
unable to meet this growing demand. Indeed, there is a
risk that in trying to satisfy new data needs arising with
mnsufficient resources, the quality of some foundational
statistics, such as Population Censuses and price data,
may suffer.

Thirdly, more donors’ and recipients’ resources are
vulnerable now to bad public policy decisions than
at any time in the last ten years because an increased
share of higher levels of Official Development Assis-
tance (ODA) 1s being directed to budget support rather
than to large numbers of projects. The growing con-
vergence on policy priorities among donors needs to
be under-pinned by good data and serious analysis.
Donors must be confident that partner governments
have in place effective mechanisms to track public ex-

penditures, monitor policy implementation and evalu-
ate policy impact.

Finally, recent advances in information and com-
munications technology, such as the Internet, mo-
bile telephony and FM radio stations, have increased
the pressure for evidence-based policy making as gov-
ernments are drawn into a broader and more mntense
dialogue with the private sector and civil society, and
are increasingly challenged to explain and justify their
actions.

Where and when has the use of good sta-
tistics made a difference to policy-mak-
ing?

This section provides examples of cases where the use
of good statistics has had a positive effect on the policy
process, as well as situations in which either the ab-
sence of data, or a failure to use available information

had a negative effect on policy-making.
1. Statistics to help identify issues

The first stage 1n the process of policy formation oc-
curs when the appearance of a statistic reveals some
aspect of social or economic life which had until then
remained hidden from the general public and from
policy-makers. For instance, Indian Population Cen-
sus figures on the ratio of females to males have
played, and continue to play, an important role in giv-
ing recognition to gender inequalities. In Ghana,
household surveys demonstrated that trends in pov-
erty can vary widely across regions over time. Such
mformation was an important mput into policy-mak-

g between 2000 and 2003.

Unfortunately, policy-makers do not always recetve a
flow of timely and accurate mformation warning them
of impending problems or may receive conflicting sig-
nals. In the case of Malawi, a combination of errone-
ous food production estimates, a lack of transparency
over management of the Strategic Grain Reserve, and
official scepticism over statistics produced by civil so-
ciety led policy-makers to be caught unprepared by the
food crisis of early 2002. The resulting famine may
have led to several thousand deaths.

www.paris21.org




2, Statistics to inform the design and
choice of policy

Once a policy issue has been identified, the next step
is to undertake some analysis, so that the extent and
nature of the problem can be understood. This under-
standing provides the basis for any subsequent policy
recommendations.

Various techniques are used to target poverty and vul-
nerability to determine cost-effective expenditure pri-
orities from a limited budget. For instance, poverty
maps are produced to rank localities by need by
combining Population Census data with information
on consumption expenditure from household surveys.
However, their validity depends crucially on the ac-
curacy and consistency of the data sources. For in-
stance, in Malawi estimates of the size of the rural
population vary by as much as 35%.

When Mozambique suffered devastating floods in
2000, information from the 1997 Population Census
was used to design relief efforts, so as to ensure that
international aid was allocated to best effect. Statis-

tics played a similarly important role in Montserrat
after the volcanic eruption in 1997. In this case, a
survey was undertaken rapidly in the aftermath of the
disaster to assess the distribution of needs on the is-
land.

In Nicaragua, environmental policy has been
shaped by satellite observations on the extent of
forest cover. Satellite information also shapes agricul-
tural policy, since these photographs reveal the loca-
tion and frequency of forest fires, which are one of the

few reliable indicators of where the country’s agricul-
tural frontier 1s to be found at a given point in time.

Based on the findings of research studies, the
PROGRESA/OPORTUNIDADES poverty-re-
duction programme in Mexico makes cash trans-
fers to mothers rather than to fathers to secure higher
benefits to children's health and education; and pays a
higher level of grant to female pupils at secondary
school reflecting the higher drop-out rate among fe-
male pupils.

3. Statistics to forecast the future

The value of modelling exercises is crucially affected
by the quantity and quality of available information.

Forecasting 1s of paramount importance when a coun-
try is afflicted by the outbreak of a serious disease.
The authorities need to know how quickly it 1s likely
to spread among the population in order to design ap-
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propriate counter-measures. Having access to accu-
rate data on disease prevalence in the early stages
of an epidemic is crucial to obtaining reliable fore-
casts of future prevalence. In the case of HIV/AIDS,
much of the debate has focussed on how the process
of disease transmission is modelled. However, the pau-
city of data with which to calibrate the models 1s an
equally serious problem. For most of the last decade,
the information on cutrent levels of HIV/AIDS preva-
lence in southern Africa has been drawn from surveil-

lance systems which monitor infection rates among
pregnant women aged 15-24 attending pre-natal clin-
ics. Most of these clinics are located in urban areas,
while most of the population live in rural areas which
are beyond the reach of many official statistics, par-
ticularly those on morbidity and mortality.

4. Statistics to monitor policy
implementation

The lack of baseline data or of information on trends
is a serious impediment to implementing a target-driven
development strategy. For instance, many countries still

do not have the statistics which would allow them to
track progress towards the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs). Ten years remain before the time ho-
tizon set for most of the MDGs in 2015, but data are
still missing for many key indicators in many coun-
tries as highlighted by the 2003 Human Development
Report.

The table shows that 55 countries lack information on
the share of the population living on less than US$1
per day. 100 countries have no data on poverty trends,
so that progress towards the first MDG cannot be
tracked directly over time.

Careful monitoring can reveal when key indicators are
going off-track, which prompts further investigation
leading to a change of policy. For instance, the Uganda
Demographic and Health Survey revealed that the
infant mortality rate had not changed between 1995
and 2000, despite the country’s experience of rapid
economic growth and declining poverty. Further analy-
sis disclosed a variety of explanatory factors, includ-
ing a decline in vaccination coverage. Following dis-
cussions among policy-makers, the immunisation
programme was revitalised.

Civic monitoring of goods and services delivered by
the state can also improve public sector performance.
Use of Citizen Report Cards by the Public Affairs
Centre in Bangalore, administered to a random sample
of households, led to a marked increase in levels of
user satisfaction with the provision of water, electric-
ity, transport and hospital treatment over a period of
five years during the 1990s.

The Malawi food crisis in 2002 shows how the lack
of timely and accurate information can hide emerging
problems. But, even when policy-makers are in pos-
session of key information, a failure to disclose it can
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make a bad situation worse. In the weeks before the
devaluation of the Mexican peso in December 1994,
the Bank of Mexico published figures on foreign cur-
rency reserves very irregularly. This prevented foreign
investors from assessing accurately the problems fac-
ing the exchange rate regime.

5. Statistics to evaluate policy impact

Evaluating policy impact is more methodologically and
informationally demanding than monitoring policy
implementation.

A recent assessment of the impact of pre-HIPC
measures of debt relief by 1997 compared the level
of indebtedness and a range of policy indicators in a
group of countries all of which were later classed as
HIPCs with (1) debt levels in the same group of coun-
tries in 1989 before debt relief was granted, and (1)
policy indicators among other Less Developed Coun-
tries over the same period. This evaluation concluded
that (pre-HIPC) debt relief may result neither in a re-
duction of external indebtedness in the medium to long
run, nor in improved economic performance by debtor
countries.

Wheat-flour ration shops in Pakistan were finally
abolished 1 1987 after an evaluation undertaken by
IFPRI in collaboration with the Pakistan Institute for
Development Economics (PIDE). The study demon-
strated that poor consumers obtained few benefits from
the shops and that these benefits could be supplied at

a lower resource cost.

These examples demonstrate the importance of in-
corporating an explicit mechanism for evaluating
policy impact into the design of a programme. Stat-
isticians should be involved in the policy making pro-
cess at an early stage to advise on how the impact of a

new policy will be assessed. In some instances, this
assessment may need to be undertaken at regular in-
tervals over many years.

How to promote evidence-based policy-
making?

Low-income countries vary greatly in the quantity and
quality of information available to policy-makers, and
in the extent to which this information is used. It may
be useful to distinguish four types of country:

»  Vicious circle countries: statistics are weak and
policy-makers make little use of them. Evidence-based
policy-making is not practised which results in poor policy
decisions and poor development outcomes. This 1s the situ-
ation in many of the poorest developing countries,
particularly in Sub-Saharan Africa. In this case, it
1s necessary to adopt measures which will simulta-
neously increase both the demand and supply of
statistics, as well as improve the dialogue between
producers and users of data.

*  Data supply-constrained countties: although sta-
tistics are weak, they are increasingly used by policy-matk-
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ers. However, data deficiencies reduce the quality of deci-
sion-making which resulls in poor development outcomes.
Policy-makers are likely to resent being held to ac-
count on the basis of inadequate data. The prior-
ity 1s to adopt measures to increase the quantity
and quality of statistics, which will require addi-
tional funding, as well as to improve the dialogue
between producers and users of data. The chal-
lenge 1s to strike a balance between generating im-
provements to statistics quickly, while laying the
foundations for better performance of the National
Statistical System in the long-run. What should be
avoided are actions which offer short-run benefits,
but generate long-run costs.

* Data demand-constrained countries: the quan-
11ty and quality of statistics are improving, but they are
not used for decision-making becanse policy-makers lack
the incentives and/ or the capacity to utilize them. This
results in poor policy design and poor development out-
comes. Policy-makers are likely to be at the very least
wary of (or may even actively dislike) having more
and better figures pushed at them when these data
may not support decisions they have taken or wish
to take. In this case, priority should be given to the
adoption of measures to increase the demand for
statistics, as well as to improve the dialogue be-
tween producers and users of data.

* Virtuous circle countries: statistics are improving
and are being increasingly used for decision-making. The
production of good (or at least improved) stalistics is
matched by their widespread (or at least increased) use in
decision-making. These two processes mutually reinforce each
other, resulting in better policy design and better develop-
ment outcomes.

This situation of virtuous circle countties serves mote
as a goal to be achieved, even in some developed na-
tions, than as a description of events in a particular
group of countries. Nevertheless, it provides a useful
benchmark against which to compare the other three
cases. Developing a culture of evidence-based
policy-making is a slow process which may take
years. But the potential rewards are worth the ef-
fort. Where this situation 1s approximated in practice,
it 1s clear that good statistics are an integral part of
good governance, including corporate governance.
Strengthening the democratic process by requiring
transparency and accountability in public sector dect-

sion-making, together with the establishment of clear
accounting standards and an effective regulatory frame-
work for the private sector are essential elements for
sustaining a virtuous circle linking statisticians to
policy-makers.

National Strategies for the Development
of Statistics (NSDSs)

PARIS21 (Partnership in statistics for development in
the 21% century) aims to assist countries in each of the
four situations described above by supporting the
preparation of National Strategies for the Development
of Statistics (NSDS). A strategy is both a product and
a process. The product is a document which provides
an assessment of the current status of the National
Statistical System (NSS). It sets out the objectives for
mmproving the NSS over a 5-10 year period and out-
lines the actions required in the short- and long-term
to achieve these objectives. A NSDS will address rel-
evant legal and imstitutional issues, identify technical
assistance and training needs, estimate the costs of
implementing the strategy and explain how these costs
will be financed.

As a process, the elaboration of a NSDS will be con-
sultative and participatory in order to mobilise sup-
port, build ownership and obtain political commitment
from all stakeholders to reform and improve the sta-
tistical system. Those involved will include a variety
of user groups, such as government agencies, the pri-
vate sector, civil society, the media, donors and inter-
national organisations, as well as several producers of
statistics, such as the National Statistical Office, the
Central Bank and line Ministties.

A NSDS should build on what already exists, drawing
on existing best practice in statistical planning and
improvement and on the UN Fundamental Principles
for Official Statistics. On the supply side of the mar-
ket for official data, this includes what countries have
achieved through the GDDS, SDDS, the Data Quality
Assessment Framework (DQAF), and other initiatives
such as the Statistical Master Plans (SMP) promoted
by the World Bank, and the Multi-annual Integrated
Statistical Programmes (MISP) developed by Eurostat.
On the demand side, several countries have prepared,
or are in the process of preparing Poverty Monitoring
Master Plans (PMMP) which outline the actions re-
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quired in the short- and long-term to improve moni-
toring and evaluation of Poverty Reduction Strategies

(PRS).

Integrating poverty monitoring into a NSDS offers both
opportunities and challenges. A poverty monitoring
master plan articulates clearly the needs of a large num-
ber of users for a broad range of data. Since a NSDS
should be demand-focussed, it may be helpful to build
up the demand assessment for a NSDS from a poverty
monitoring master plan when such a document exists,
while noting that they focus on a limited set of official
statistics, such as those relating to poverty, health, edu-
cation, housing, employment, crime and governance.
This would also highlight the importance of adminis-
trative data collected by the management information
systems of line Ministries. In many HIPCs and IDA-
eligible countries, these statistics provide the basis of
many, if not most PRS indicators, but these data are
often acknowledged to be of lower quality than the
figures dertved from Censuses and surveys. Raising
the profile of routine statistics by including this type
of mformation within a NSDS would be a positive de-
velopment.

Accommodating all the needs of stakeholders in
NSDSs poses several challenges, which will need to
be addressed at the level of individual countties, such
as: Institutional responsibilities and inclusion of quali-
tative information produced by participatory poverty
assessments (PPAs). Management of the poverty moni-
toring system usually resides with a unit located in the
Ministry of Finance (Uganda, Mongolia), the Vice-
President’s Office (Tanzania) or the Secretariat of the
Presidency (Honduras). A high level of inter-agency
trust and goodwill must exist to ensure the level of
collaboration required for complete integration of pov-
erty monitoring and national statistical strategies.
NSDSs must take full account of these institutional
factors in order to promote effective coordination be-
tween the producers and users of data.

In conclusion

This report shows clearly that better use of better
statistics leads to better policy and better devel-
opment outcomes. Making the transition to evidence-
based policy-making can best be achieved through for-
mulating a national strategy for the development of
statistics, which 1s fully integrated into the system of

national policy making. The recently agreed Marrakech
Action Plan for Statistics (MAPS) recommended
mainstreaming strategic planning of statistical systems
and preparing national strategies for the development
of statistics for all low income countries by 2006; and
beginning to implement them by the following year in
order to have high-quality, locally-produced data for
the next major review of the MDGs m 2010. This 1s
an ambitious goal, but will be achievable so long as
the international development community lends its sup-
port. This support is crucial because those countries
most in need of better statistics are those least able to
afford them, while many key areas of statistics are not
directly covered by the MDGS.

Traming and financial support are being provided for
the design of NSDSs, including through PARIS21 and
the World Bank’s Trust Fund for Statistical Capacity
Building. The World Bank has also established
STATCAP, a lending facility for statistical capacity
building, under IDA, and there 1s evidence through DAC
reporting systems that bilateral funding of statistics 1s

increasing,

We need to strive to increase the level of donor
supportt for statistical capacity building and to en-
sure that all donor support for statistical programs
is provided within the frameworks of national strat-
egies for the development of statistics.
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