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ABSTRACT      

This article concerns a big challenge of public statistics, which is to find a balance between the 

ability to meet the ever growing data users’ needs and maintaining high standards of quality of data 

available. The starting point for reflections on this area is to define widely understood standards of 

quality statistics, from the perspective of both data producers and users. The authors of the article refer 

to key documents governing the system of statistics quality at an international level, as well as in 

Poland. They also emphasize the need to exchange  information on quality between data producers and 

users as well as the opportunities that dialogue creates to the process of improving statistical products. 

At the same time, they point out  that  high quality of statistical data, defined by such attributes as: 

relevance, accuracy, timeliness and punctuality, accessibility and clarity, comparability and coherence 

gives users the opportunity for an accurate, reliable and in-depth data analysis. Against this 

background, the article includes examples of the antinomy that may occur in the process of developing 

individual attributes. In conclusion, the authors emphasize an international aspect of statistical quality, 

continuity of processes aimed at improving  quality and an important role of data users in those 

processes. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION                   

 

Quality of public statistics is one of the key issues for statisticians in the European 

Statistical System (ESS) and national systems. Within discussions conducted on ESS 

coherence, effectiveness and quality, this issue is becoming of interest to the wide 

international statistical community. This paper is an attempt at contributing to reflections on 

the quality of statistics. The Authors discuss the question of a trade-off between  meeting  the 

ever growing data users’ needs and maintaining high quality standards of statistical data made 

available. By discussing the following questions: Is such a trade-off  possible at all? How to 

reach it? What are the barriers to it?, the Authors refer to the key documents that regulate the 

quality system of statistics both internationally and nationally.  

As Aristotle put it centuries ago, Quality is not an act, it is a habit, and let this maxim 

serve as the motto of our reflections on statisticians’ endeavour to enhance the quality of data, 

as these words seem remarkably relevant to the direction taken by both Polish and European 

public statistics.   

 

 

2.  SYSTEM OF PUBLIC STATISTICS IN POLAND
1
 

 

The public statistical system is one of the primary public and national elements of the 

state information system, which includes vast data resources that guarantee the vital standards 

of information security of the society, economy and the state. In Poland, the Act of public 

statistics of 29 June 1995 defines the principles of reliable, objective, professional and 

independent statistical research whose results become official statistical data. This Act also 

regulates the organisation and procedures of such research, as well as the scope of duties 

involved. The main public administration institution competent in statistics and conducting 

public statistics research is the President of the Central Statistical Office (GUS). Statistical 

research can also be conducted, independently or in collaboration with the President of the 

Central Statistical Office, by other appointed chief or central public administration 

institutions, state institutions, the Central Bank of the Republic of Poland, and statistical 

offices. Another important body in this respect is the Statistical Council, an advisory and 

opinion-making body appointed by and working for the Prime Minister. 

In 2004, when Poland entered the European Union, the Central Statistical Office 

became part of ESS, which acts as a partnership of Eurostat, national statistical offices and 

other national institutions in states- EU members responsible for creating, developing and 

circulating European statistics [2,3]. In this way, Polish public statistics became a fully-

fledged element of European statistics. Within ESS, the Polish Central Statistical Office 

(GUS) is responsible for coordinating all the activities that concern European statistics and 

which are carried out in Poland. The cooperation of GUS within ESS makes it possible to 

implement new solutions worked out within ESS, including those connected with enhancing 

quality standards of Polish and European statistics. 

Strengthening the role of Polish public statistics within ESS, and especially assuring 

quality of statistical data correspond to strategic priorities of the Polish statistics for the 

nearest future. 

                                                 
1
More on this issue in: [1].  
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 Quality standards in Poland are implemented in accordance with the GUS President’s 

Internal Directive No 35 of 28 December 2011on measurement, assessment and monitoring of  

quality of statistical research in public statistics. This directive refers to internationally 

developed documents that regulate quality standards of statistics in states-EU members, most 

notably Quality Declaration of the European Statistical System [4], Leadership Group on 

Quality recommendations [5], and European Statistical Code of Practice: a document which 

fully describes a cohesive quality strategy in ESS [6].  

 

 

3.  QUALITY STANDARDS IN STATISTICS 

 

The ever-changing reality poses new challenges to statistics. They concern both the 

information scope of statistical research and adjusting it to the recipients’ needs and to the 

changes that occur around, timeliness of information made available, and securing high 

quality of data at the same time. Notably, quality, perceived as an important, if not the most 

important attribute of statistics, is to a great extent decisive in succeeding in accomplishing 

the mission of public statistics. In addition, quality directly contributes to accuracy and 

reliability of diagnoses made, as well as development strategies built on them. It also affects 

assessment of how effective various programmes of social and economic development are. 

For this reason, Polish and international statistics is attaching increasingly more importance to 

quality. 

Any discussion on the quality of statistics makes us reflect on the essence and 

interpretation of this concept. Quality of statistical data, if understood intuitively, is not 

always unambiguous or obvious. This variability in perceiving quality is possibly due to 

diverse interests  of those whom we ask about quality: the perception of the producer – 

supplier of data differs from that of the data user. Clearly, these are not completely different 

perspectives, but in each case various  attributes of quality will be stressed. Let us then look at 

the quality of statistics from the perspective of their producers, i.e. statisticians. Quality will 

be associated with a continuous, thus labour-intensive process of enhancement at all stages: 

data collecting, analysing, processing, and making them accessible – the process far from 

straightforward due to striving for better and better results, and feeling responsible for the data 

provided. The recipient-user of data, in turn, will first of all expect to be provided with 

instant, up-to-date data, which are at the same time reliable, useful, and, last but not least, if 

not free of charge, then as cheap as possible. There is also a substantial area in which the 

producers’ and users’ perception of quality overlap: both parties see quality as fulfilling 

certain norms and standards, a high level of quality is associated with reliability and accuracy. 

They also share satisfaction resulting from statistical outcome of the attributes mentioned 

above. 

Various perspectives of perceiving quality in statistics are excellently reconciled and 

systematized by the European Statistical Code of Practice (ESCP), a collection of 15 

principles
2
 that concern institutional environment, statistical processes, and statistical output. 

                                                 
2
Principles concerning institutional environment: 1. Professional independence, 2. Mandate for data collection, 3. 

Adequacy of resources, 4. Commitment to quality, 5. Statistical confidentiality, 6. Impartiality and objectivity; 

principles concerning statistical processes: 7. Sound methodology, 8. Appropriate statistical procedures, 9. Non-

excessive burden on respondents, 10. Cost effectiveness; principles concerning statistical output: 11. relevance, 
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In the context of our discussion, it is worth noting Principle 11 in the last category of 

principles, i.e. Relevance, according to which European statistics satisfy the needs of users. 

Relevance is also among the six fundamental criteria of quality
3
 listed in ESCP, and it is 

defined as the extent to which statistics fulfils present and prospective requirements of users. 

It says whether all the necessary statistics have been carried out and to what extent data and 

meta-data, including definitions and classifications,  satisfy users’ needs [6]. 

Within its 15 Principles, ESCP provides statisticians with tools to describe and measure 

quality components. These are 82 indicators of good practice, i.e. criteria, if satisfied, 

guarantee fulfilling a given principle in practice, as well as 18 measures, which constitute a 

numerical presentation of quality. Principle 11 is defined by the following three indicators: 

‘processes are in place to consult users, monitor the relevance and utility; priority needs are 

being met and reflected in the work programme; user satisfaction is monitored on a regular 

basis and is systematically followed up’ [6].  

 

 

4.  QUALITY OF STATISTICS VS. USERS’ EXPECTATIONS: EXAMPLES 

     OF POSSIBLE ANTINOMY 

 

If  statistics has at its disposal good tools to define, and to measure quality, the 

following questions arise: Are these tools used in a sufficient way? If this is the case, for 

whom is it sufficient? Admittedly, the last question is intentionally somewhat provocative as 

we naturally mean data users, for whom statisticians prepare data and whom the data are 

provided. It needs to be noted that in these times of increasing awareness of users of statistical 

data and their growing needs, public statistics services face a challenge of satisfying these 

needs and maintaining high standards of quality at the same time. The antinomy between 

users’ needs and quality is often very difficult to solve. It is always necessary to bear in mind 

whether, and to what extent, a change in assumptions – starting conditions of a study – made 

in response to users’ needs, such as increased detail level, frequency or timeliness of data, will 

have an impact on the quality of statistical data. There are many such areas of difficult choice 

in which improvement in the quality of one element results in deterioration in the quality of 

another element.  In the case of already mentioned relevance, there may be a conflict of this 

attribute with data coherence. Statistical coherence is defined by ESCP as an ability of reliable 

alteration in configuration, in various ways and various applications. Likewise, enhanced 

utility, achieved by e.g. definition alterations of some variables or classifications, may result 

in decreasing coherence of starting data, thus undermining data integration with outcome of 

other studies [6].  

That said, we can imagine an opposite situation whereby striving for maintaining 

coherence between starting data may hinder changes necessary to increase data utility for 

users. What, then, should be taken as priority: data utility, or rather, data quality? Such 

dilemmas have no preconceived wrong or correct answers. It is best to balance both sides of a 

conflict in a sensible way. In doing so, guidance can be found in the indicators of ESCP 

                                                                                                                                                         
12. Accuracy and reliability, 13. Timeliness and punctuality, 14. Coherence and comparability, 15. Accessibility 

and clarity. 
3
The other criteria being: accuracy, timeliness and punctuality, accessibility and clarity, comparability and 

coherence. ESCP also defines two additional criteria of quality: costs and burden on respondents, confidentiality, 

transparency, and security of data. 
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Principle 11: the indicators referring to the need of consulting users, meeting and reflecting 

their priorities and real needs [6]. In such consultations, it is a good and desirable practice to 

show the user integrating relations between statistical research and possibility (or lack 

whereof) of using information from various sources while conducting analyses.  

While mentioning the need to communicate with data users, we reach an important 

aspect of improving the quality of statistical products, namely the role and importance of 

bilateral flow of information between the producer and the user. Indeed, it is necessary to 

address the following issues: Should information about quality be included in statistical 

publications? What kind of information concerning quality should be provided to users? And, 

finally: What for do users need information about quality? While an affirmative answer to the 

first question seems uncontroversial, the answers to the remaining two ones need more 

discussion. In terms of the scope of information about quality, it should be a good practice to 

provide users with information about data coherence, their comparability and accuracy. The 

answer to the last question can be found in what was stated above while the conflict between 

data utility and data coherence was discussed. It is worth pointing out that data collected from 

a single source are usually coherent as the basic outcome achieved from a given study can 

undergo many reliable combinations, in order to achieve more complex outcome. Problems 

with coherence as well as with comparability, and, consequently, with free transformation or 

comparison of data, may appear when using statistics from various sources, especially if on 

the basis of statistical research of a different nature and /or frequency. According to ESCP, 

comparability aims at measuring the impact of differences in statistical definitions and 

classifications when comparing statistics from diverse geographical area, statistical fields or 

base periods [6].  

There are three main kinds of statistical comparability: those of time comparability, 

geographical comparability, and scope comparability. Lack of coherence/comparability may 

be due to different approaches, classifications and methodological norms. Thus, in accordance 

with quality standards, it is important to inform the data user, especially an advanced data user 

who carries out multi-dimensional and detailed analyses, of the likelihood of  lack of 

coherence or comparability, if such a threat exists. This will enable the user to familiarise 

themselves with integrational relations between statistical studies and thus conduct reliable 

analyses while using information from various sources. In Polish statistics, such policies of 

informing the user are still not a widely used standard, nonetheless, within continuous 

improving quality of statistics, such solutions will be introduced gradually, as the next 

element of statistical meta-data which  already feature in statistical publications (such as 

graphics, maps, graphs, methodological descriptions, definitions of concepts). 

While providing data users with as comprehensive information about quality elements 

as possible, we cannot ignore the importance of users’ feedback. Getting to know their 

opinion makes it possible to improve quality in those elements which, according to users, do 

not meet their expectations. User satisfaction surveys are the best tool of diagnosing areas that 

need improvement, and as such, they should become a commonly used practice. 

 The Internet survey conducted by GUS among 113 members of the Business Centre 

Club in April and May 2014 can serve as an example of such practice. The survey shows that 

[7]: 

 

● the majority of entrepreneurs and managers (81%) are interested in data and 

information published by GUS; 
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● one third of those questioned (34%) use GUS data and information at least once a 

month, and one fourth of them (24%): at least once a quarter; 

● GUS publications are increasingly used to monitor the situation and to update the 

knowledge of social and economic conditions (51%), and  to analyse the market 

(43%); 

● 50% of those questioned express a high level of trust in GUS statistical data, and 

almost one third of the respondents (31%) describes the level of trust as average; 

● 56% of those questioned would recommend using GUS data to other firms from their 

sector, and 29% do not exclude the possibility of such recommendation; 

● 50% of those questioned are likely to choose GUS as the most likely supplier of 

statistical data. 

 

At the same time, the respondents also point out at considerable, in their opinion, 

inconveniences and costs involved in completing statistical reports in the recent years: 30% of 

the respondents are of the opinion that such problems have increased significantly over recent 

years, while 38% of those questioned estimate an increase in such problems as quite high. The 

perception of an increased scope of information collected by statistical offices is of exactly 

the same proportions: significant (30%), and quite high (38%). Overall, Polish statistics is 

estimated as good (44%) or average (38%). 

The Satisfaction survey, with elements of estimating the needs of data users, conducted 

by GUS  in 2013, is another example of information exchange between statisticians and data 

users. In that survey, 4939 questionnaires were collected, and the respondents were able to 

express their opinion on changes suggested and expected by them. The respondents  pointed 

out at: the need to simplify access to unit data for academic research and for central 

administration  purposes; too high level of aggregation of the data presented; the need of 

extending research programmes; shortening the time of data publication; increasing the 

number of tables available in calculation sheets [8].  

 

 

5.  MONITORING OF QUALITY 

 

Permanent monitoring of quality is an important element of striving for high quality of 

statistical products, as it allows us to estimate individual stages of data collection, data 

processing and publication. ESS recommends quality reviews as periodical, planned and 

documented actions aiming at assessing statistical research, i.e. estimating its strengths and 

weaknesses as well as suggesting good practices and development [2,9]. In Polish statistics, 

such reviews have been used since 2012, and within this time 15 reviews have been 

conducted, including 6 reviews in 2014 and 3 reviews in 2015. 7 quality reviews are planned 

for  2016. The results of such reviews are a valuable source of information to all the statistical 

offices, who, through the intranet, receive recommendations based on the reviews conducted, 

including examples of good practice that can be applied in statistical processes. It is worth 

noting that since 2013 such quality reviews include LiKos, a checklist for self-assessment of 

public statistic quality. It is used by those conducting quality reviews in order to initiate 

discussion on the strengths and weaknesses of statistical research. With reference to utility 

and satisfying users’ needs, this list includes four questions each, in two sections: Analysis of 

users’ needs and Strategy of making data available. The responses to LiKos questions that 
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concern elements of quality, including those of utility, serve to create an assessment diagram, 

which is a clear graphic presentation of quality research in its individual areas. 

 

 

6.  CONCLUSION 

 

Striving for high quality standards of  national and international statistical data poses a 

difficult and long-term challenge which requires commitment of all those working in public 

statistics and  involves conducting statistical research in a comprehensive way, which is in 

line with Principle 4 of the European Statistical Code of Practice: Commitment to quality. As 

discussed in this paper, maintaining quality involves continuous monitoring, sharing 

experience, transfer of knowledge and an ongoing dialogue with data users, who are an 

integral element in the process of improving products offered by public statistics. Enhancing 

quality is thus a systematic and long-term process, rather than a one-off spectacular enterprise.  
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