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Statistics Canada
Managing the Quality of Statistics

Main Points
3.1
Statistics Canada is committed to producing statistics of high quality. It has put in place a wide range of
systems and practices to build quality into its statistical programs and to maintain an environment that encourages
a concern for quality throughout the organization. However, the quality of the statistics it produces needs to be
better documented and reported both within and outside the Agency. The Agency needs to integrate its many
quality-related systems and practices better and adopt a more disciplined approach to documentation.
3.2
The Agency has employed a number of formal quality assessment mechanisms, but individual programs
have not applied them consistently. We concluded that the mechanisms currently used do not, either individually
or collectively, provide systematic, transparent information on the adequacy of quality management systems and
practices in the Agency’s statistical programs or on the quality that they actually achieve.
Background and other observations
3.3
Statistics Canada is responsible for collecting, compiling, analyzing and publishing statistical information
on the economic, social and general conditions of Canada and Canadians. The statistics that the Agency produces
support the development, implementation and evaluation of policies, programs and decision making in all sectors.
They help us make informed decisions about such matters as where to live, what careers to pursue and how to
vote. The Agency is widely respected among its peers, and has an international reputation for independence,
innovation and quality that is second to none.
3.4
Rapid social, economic and other changes have heightened the demand for reliable, objective statistical
information on a wide variety of issues. As the demand for and use of statistics grow, their quality becomes
increasingly important. Statistics Canada has identified six characteristics that its systems and practices for
managing quality need to address: relevance, accuracy, timeliness, accessibility, interpretability and coherence.
3.5
The Agency carried out self-assessments of four major surveys for our audit. Each assessment reached a
positive conclusion about the overall adequacy of quality management. The work was well planned and executed.
We concluded that in three of the four surveys, the self-assessments provide reasonable assurance that quality
management systems and practices are adequate. In the remaining case, however, we concluded that the
weaknesses identified and the recommendations made are more important than the self-assessment suggests, and
deserve the attention of senior management.
3.6
While its policy on informing users of data quality and methodology is clear and well structured, the
Agency’s implementation of the policy is inconsistent. Consequently, users are not always appropriately informed
of the strengths and limitations of statistics. We also noted that while the quality of statistics figures prominently
in its commitments to Parliament for results, the Agency’s most recent Performance Report, tabled in October
1998, provides only limited information on the quality of the statistics that it produced.
Statistics Canada’s responses to our recommendations are included in this chapter. The Agency either agrees
to take action or notes that initiatives are under way in the case of six of the eight recommendations we
make. In the remaining two cases, the Agency agrees with the intent of our recommendations and indicates
that it will consider the issues further.
Report of the Auditor General of Canada – April 1999
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Introduction
Statistics are essential to our society
3.7
All levels of government,
industry and other non-governmental
organizations need statistics for a variety
of purposes. These include monitoring the
country’s economic and social conditions;
developing performance information;
planning and evaluating the policies,
programs and investments of governments
and the private sector; entering into labour
contracts; supporting policy debates and
advocacy; and keeping the public
informed.
3.8
Statistics are also used for
statutory or regulatory purposes such as
determining electoral boundaries;
distributing federal funds to provinces;
apportioning federal and provincial taxes;
determining the eligibility of the
unemployed for employment insurance;
and indexing payments to beneficiaries

(for example, Canada Pension Plan
payments).
3.9
In addition, statistics about
Canada’s economic and social conditions
keep us informed. They help us in
deciding where to live, what careers to
pursue and what investments to make, for
example. They also support our
democracy by helping us make informed
decisions about voting and other actions
designed to influence governments.
3.10
Rapid and accelerating social,
economic and geopolitical changes have
heightened the demand for reliable,
objective statistical information on a wide
spectrum of issues like the environment,
health and provincial economies. As the
demand for and use of statistics grow,
their quality becomes increasingly
important.

As the demand for and
use of statistics grow,
their quality becomes
increasingly important.

Statistics Canada is responsible for
Canada’s national statistics
3.11
Statistics Canada’s mandate
derives mainly from the Statistics Act. The
Statistics about Canada’s
economic and social
conditions help us make
informed decisions as
individuals and citizens
(see paragraph 3.9).
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Act requires the Agency to collect,
compile, analyze and publish statistical
information on the economic, social and
general conditions of the country and its
citizens. Statistics Canada also has a
mandate to provide professional
co-ordination and leadership of the
country’s statistical system. Consistent
with this mandate, it identifies as its
mission “to inform Canadian citizens,
businesses and governments about the
evolution of their society and economy
and to promote a high quality national
statistical system”.
3.12
With planned gross expenditures
of almost $435 million in 1998–99
(funded by a parliamentary appropriation
of $360 million and revenues of
$75 million), the Agency has some
360 statistical programs and releases more
than 1,000 statistical products each year.
Its objective is to provide:

Statistics Canada has
put in place a wide
variety of policies and
processes to manage
the quality of
statistics.

...comprehensive and relevant
statistical information on the
economic, demographic and social
structure of Canada in order to
support the development,
implementation and evaluation of
policies, programs and
decision-making.
3.13
As noted in the most recent
Annual Report to Parliament of the
President of the Treasury Board
(Managing for Results 1998), Statistics
Canada has committed itself to furnishing
Canadians with objective and non-partisan
statistics. These statistics are intended to
provide, for various aspects of Canada’s
economy and society, measures that:
• are of high quality, relevant to policy
formulation and decision making, and
responsive to emerging issues; and
• contribute to fulfilling legal
requirements, informing Canadians about
current and emerging economic and social
issues and maintaining a national
infrastructure for statistical knowledge.

3–8

3.14
In its view, Statistics Canada’s
effectiveness depends on, among other
things, the safeguarding of respondents’
confidentiality, the relevance of its
programs, the quality and accessibility of
its products, the attainment of high
professional standards, and the control of
the burden on survey respondents.
The Agency is committed to producing
statistics of high quality
3.15
The quality of statistics thus
figures prominently in Statistics Canada’s
effectiveness and in its commitments to
Parliament for results. The quality of any
product or service is measured by how
well it serves users’ needs and meets their
expectations. From a user’s perspective,
therefore, the quality of statistics is their
“fitness for use”. It is a complex concept,
which depends on certain fundamental
characteristics of quality and on the
intended uses of the statistics.
3.16
While there is a general
recognition among statistical agencies that
quality is multi-dimensional, and some
convergence of opinion about the range of
characteristics that make up quality, there
is no international standard definition for
statistical quality. In common with other
reputable statistical agencies, Statistics
Canada approaches quality from the user’s
perspective. Its Quality Assurance
Framework document identifies six
characteristics of quality that its policies
and practices need to address: relevance,
accuracy, timeliness, accessibility,
interpretability and coherence (see
Exhibit 3.1).
3.17
Over the past 20 years, Statistics
Canada has put in place a wide variety of
policies and processes to:
• ensure the ongoing relevance of its
programs;
• build quality into its programs and
products through appropriate design,
execution and the use of new
technologies; and
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• maintain an environment that
encourages a concern for quality
throughout the Agency.

3.18
In 1981, for example, senior
management of the Agency urged staff to
follow a code of behaviour for statistical
agencies with respect to quality assurance.
Our 1985 follow-up of an earlier audit
indicated that the Agency had taken a
number of steps to improve its quality
management processes. These included
issuing comprehensive Quality
Guidelines; revising its 1978 Policy on
Informing Users of Data Quality and
Methodology; establishing a National
Statistics Council; and implementing a
long-term planning process. These
quality-related tools and mechanisms
remain in effect, and others have since
been introduced.
3.19
Within the framework of the
policies, guidelines and other initiatives
that are in place, it is generally left to each
program manager to select and implement
the quality management techniques that
are appropriate to their specific programs.
Focus of the audit
3.20
We examined Statistics Canada’s
systems and practices for assessing the
adequacy of quality management in its
statistical programs, and for reporting to
users on the quality of its statistics and to

Parliament and the public on its
performance.
3.21
In view of the technical
complexities involved and the
professional expertise available within the
Agency, we proposed that it carry out
self-assessments of a number of statistical
programs as an integral part of our audit,
focussing on the adequacy of systems and
practices for managing quality. The
Agency agreed to this proposal and
completed assessments of four of its major
surveys.
3.22
Our objectives in this audit were
to determine whether Statistics Canada:
• systematically assesses the adequacy
of quality management systems and
practices in its statistical programs to
ensure that it has the information it needs
to manage and report on quality;
• can provide reasonable assurance,
based on its self-assessments, that quality
management systems and practices in the
four selected surveys are adequate; and
• appropriately informs users about the
quality of data and the methodology used
to develop the statistics.

3.23
Further details on the audit can
be found in About the Audit at the end of
the chapter.

Accessibility: A characteristic relating to the availability of information from the holdings of the
Agency.
Accuracy: The degree to which data correctly estimate or describe the quantities or characteristics
that the statistical activity was designed to measure.

Exhibit 3.1
The Six Characteristics of
Quality - Statistics Canada's
Perspective

Coherence: The degree to which data and information from a single statistical program, and data
brought together across data sets or statistical programs, are logically connected and complete.
Interpretability: The ease with which a user may understand and properly interpret data or
information.
Relevance: A qualitative assessment of the value contributed by data.
Timeliness: The length of time between the availability of information and the event or
phenomenon it describes, considered in the context of the time period that permits the information
to be of value and still acted upon.

Report of the Auditor General of Canada – April 1999
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Observations and
Recommendations

A number of assessment mechanisms
have been used

Corporate Assessment of Quality
Information on quality is required for
management and accountability

Managing quality
across or within
statistical programs is
an ongoing balancing
act.

3.24
Because of constantly changing
user needs and the complex nature of
quality, it is an ongoing balancing act to
manage quality across statistical programs
as well as in any single program. For
example, in a climate of fiscal restraint,
demands for new statistical series may
require the acceptance of lower quality in
some existing series. Similarly, meeting
demands for increased timeliness in a
statistical program may involve some
trade-off with other characteristics of
quality, such as accuracy.
3.25
In addition to this internal
balancing act, the Agency is committed to
external reporting. It reports to Parliament
and the public on its performance, and to
users on the quality of its statistics. We
believe that Statistics Canada thus needs
to have meaningful information on the
adequacy of its quality management
systems and practices (including
information on the quality of its statistics)
to help improve its statistical programs,
support corporate decision making and
assurance, and report externally on its
performance in achieving quality.
3.26
Thus, we expected that the
Agency would systematically assess the
adequacy of its quality management
systems and practices in individual
statistical programs, and assess the quality
actually achieved. Such assessments,
reported at the corporate level, are
particularly important given the wide
latitude managers have to select and
implement quality management
techniques in individual programs.

3–10

3.27
We found that, like other
statistical agencies, Statistics Canada has
used a number of different mechanisms to
assess quality. Appendix A provides a
brief overview of approaches to quality
assessment and reporting that we observed
in some of the other statistical agencies
we visited.
3.28
Program evaluations. In the
1980s the Agency established a corporate
program evaluation function. Over a span
of five years, it completed 19 evaluations
of statistical programs, drawing heavily on
feedback from major users. The
evaluations made some 200
recommendations for improvements to
help meet user needs; many of the
recommendations were implemented. In
1991–92, following an assessment of this
first cycle of evaluations, the Agency
devolved responsibility for evaluation to
program managers (see paragraph 3.31).
There have been no corporate program
evaluations by the Agency since then.
3.29
Internal audits. In 1990 the
Agency carried out an internal audit of
compliance by individual statistical
programs with the Agency’s Policy on
Informing Users of Data Quality and
Methodology. It found that many of the
audited programs did not fully comply
with the Policy, and proposed that a
follow-up audit be carried out two to three
years later (that is, in 1994–1995). In view
of other priorities, the follow-up was
postponed to 1998. After we set out our
plans for this audit, the Agency decided
not to proceed with the follow-up.
Although the Agency retains an internal
audit function, we found that in recent
years it has carried out no audits focussed
specifically on managing the quality of
statistics.
3.30
Program Reports. As a means of
devolving responsibility for evaluation to
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program managers, in 1991–92 the
Agency introduced a requirement that
each program produce a detailed annual
Program Review Report as input to the
Agency’s Long-term Planning Process. A
subsequent change required Program
Reports to be produced every two years.
The Program Reports are designed to be
self-evaluation reports from program
managers to the Chief Statistician of
Canada on the achievement of program
objectives. According to the planning
guidelines, the reports should pull together
from various sources the key findings on
program performance and include
extensive indicators of quality.
3.31
Although these Program Reports
have been used in the Agency’s
Long-term Planning Process, we found
that they have not always been submitted
on time. Twelve of the 19 product-related
Program Reports scheduled for the first
two-year cycle had been submitted when
we completed this audit, and only one of
the 15 scheduled for the second cycle.
One reason why the Reports are late is
that many of the programs are being
revised under the Agency’s ongoing
Project to Improve Provincial Economic
Statistics (PIPES). That project itself has

important implications for the assessment
and reporting of statistical quality (see
Exhibit 3.2).
3.32
We also found that when Program
Reports were submitted, they did not
always include quality indicators as
described in the guidelines for preparing
these reports. Finally, we found that some
Reports did not cover all the programs for
which the reporting manager was
responsible. We note, however, that some
of the reporting managers are responsible
for a great many programs — more than
60 in one case.
3.33
User input and feedback.
Statistics Canada uses a variety of
mechanisms to obtain user input and
feedback on its statistical outputs. These
help it to keep its programs relevant and
to meet the evolving needs of those who
use its products. The mechanisms include:
• the National Statistics Council,
which advises the Chief Statistician on
program priorities and the full range of the
Agency’s activities;
• a Federal-Provincial-Territorial
Consultative Council on Statistical Policy,
and its sub-committees;

On 23 October 1996, the governments of Canada, Newfoundland, Nova Scotia and New Brunswick
agreed to combine their individual sales taxes into a single “Harmonized Sales Tax”. Since 1 April
1997, there has been a single sales tax rate of 15 percent in the three provinces instead of three
separate provincial sales taxes and a distinct federal Goods and Services Tax. Revenue Canada
collects the revenues from the combined taxes, and the final allocation among the four
governments is determined on the basis of a formula using aggregate statistics compiled by
Statistics Canada.

Exhibit 3.2
Project to Improve Provincial
Economic Statistics (PIPES)

The quality of the statistical information used for this allocation must meet demanding
requirements. In February 1997, the Treasury Board authorized Statistics Canada to proceed with
the Project to Improve Provincial Economic Statistics (PIPES). A total of $74.5 million and
780 full-time equivalents were allocated for PIPES over two years, 1997–98 and 1998–99. The
objective is to measure the final sale of goods and services accurately by province, in sufficient
detail and in a timely manner. A combination of administrative records and improved business and
household surveys will be used to produce the required information. Each piece of information will
be assessed within the framework provided by a detailed set of provincial Input-Output Accounts.
To demonstrate quality improvements to stakeholders, Statistics Canada has undertaken to develop
concrete measures of quality for these statistics. Various types of quality information, indicators
and profiles are to be developed. A data quality analysis is to be carried out annually and the
information on quality will be tracked from year to year.

Report of the Auditor General of Canada – April 1999
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• professional advisory committees in
major subject areas;
• bilateral relationships with key
federal departments and agencies;
•

a variety of ad hoc task forces; and

• surveys and studies of user
satisfaction.

The Agency's formal
mechanisms do not
provide systematic
information on the
adequacy of quality
management
processes or on
quality achieved.

3.34
The Statistical Data
Documentation System. In the early
1980s the Agency implemented the
Statistical Data Documentation System
(SDDS), an information system to support
planning, evaluation and marketing as
well as other management functions. The
SDDS was designed to contain detailed
information on each survey (for example,
its content, coverage, design and
methods).

3.38
As already noted, Program
Reports, one of the Agency’s key formal
mechanisms currently used for evaluating
programs, are frequently not submitted on
time and may lack some of the required
information. Although valuable in their
own right, other formal mechanisms (such
as internal audits, the processes related to
the SDDS, and processes for gathering
client input and feedback) have not filled
this gap.

3.35
We found that the information
entered into the system has been little
used for evaluation and planning. In
recent years the SDDS has been used
mainly to produce the Guide to Statistics
Canada’s Programs and Products, the first
document that many users consult for
information about the Agency’s products.

3.39
We concluded that the Agency’s
formal quality assessment mechanisms are
not applied consistently. As a result, they
do not provide, either individually or
collectively, systematic and transparent
information on the adequacy of quality
management systems and practices in the
Agency’s statistical programs or on the
quality they actually achieve.

3.36
Program managers submit annual
updates to the SDDS, but SDDS staff do
not verify their completeness. A “data
quality” section for each survey is
required to describe briefly the most
important sources of error, and to provide
quantitative measures and qualitative
descriptions of data quality. However, we
were told that one in every six surveys had
no information about data quality in the
SDDS. Further, our review showed that
where such information was available, it
often failed to describe quality in a
consistent and meaningful way.
Formal assessment mechanisms are not
applied consistently
3.37
We recognize that the Agency
has a number of informal processes for
3–12

assessing and monitoring quality,
including personal knowledge and verbal
presentations. Nevertheless, in
government documents and other sources
it has emphasized the importance of
formal and interrelated processes
(paragraphs 3.28–3.36) for documenting
and monitoring performance, including
quality.

3.40
Statistics Canada should ensure
that formal quality assessment
mechanisms are applied consistently so
that they provide systematic
information on the adequacy of quality
management systems and practices in
individual statistical programs and, to
the extent possible, information on the
quality that they achieve.
Agency’s response: We agree with the
need to improve compliance related to
some of our internal reporting
mechanisms. However, we maintain that
this lack of compliance has not in any way
jeopardized the quality of our statistical
output. We have already launched an
initiative to improve internal reporting.
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Statistics Canada's
SelfAssessment of Four Surveys
The Agency assessed the adequacy of
quality management systems and
practices
3.41
Statistics Canada agreed at the
outset of our audit to carry out
self-assessments of four major surveys as
a one-time project. The objective was to
assess the adequacy of quality
management systems and practices in the
four surveys. The work was carried out
under the Quality Assurance Framework
that the Agency had documented before
undertaking the assessments, and in the
light of the priorities and resources that
management had allocated to the surveys.

3.42
We selected the surveys jointly
with Statistics Canada, based on their
significance to users and their public
profile, as well as the range of subject
matter and data collection techniques they
represented. Exhibit 3.3 provides brief
descriptions of the selected surveys: the
Consumer Price Index, the Labour Force
Survey, the Monthly Survey of
Manufacturing and the Uniform Crime
Reporting Survey.
The self-assessments were well planned
and executed
3.43
The self-assessments were
conducted in two stages. As a first step,
Program Divisions were asked to
document the quality management
activities for the selected surveys. This

Consumer Price Index (CPI): This survey provides a measure of the rate of price change of
goods and services bought by Canadian consumers. The CPI is obtained by comparing, over time,
the cost of a fixed “basket” of commodities purchased in a particular year. It is the most widely
used indicator of price changes in Canada, and is often used as a measure of inflation (or
deflation). It is used for adjustments to social and welfare payments, rental agreements, spousal
and child support payments, and other forms of contractual and price-setting arrangements (for
example, cost-of-living adjustments and labour contracts governing wages).

Exhibit 3.3
Brief Descriptions of the Four
Surveys Assessed by
Statistics Canada

Labour Force Survey (LFS): This is a monthly survey that collects data on the labour market
activities and demographic characteristics of working-age Canadians. It is also a vehicle for
supplementary surveys of the labour market. The LFS started in November 1945 and has evolved
over the years, with major changes to its content and sample design in 1976 and 1997. Data are
collected from a sample of 52,350 households, involving some 110,000 respondents. The sample
has been designed to be representative of working-age Canadians, with the exception of residents
of the Yukon and the Northwest Territories, persons living on First Nations reserves, inmates of
institutions and full-time members of the Armed Forces (these exclusions account for about
3 percent of the population).
Monthly Survey of Manufacturing (MSM): This survey collects information on the value of
shipments, inventories, and unfilled and new orders in Canada’s manufacturing industries. Data
since 1947 are available. It is used to monitor the business cycle in the key manufacturing sectors
of the economy, to evaluate and develop financial and industrial policy, and to provide market data
at the detailed industry level. The MSM sample consists of approximately one third of
establishments in manufacturing industries in Canada. The survey questionnaire, sample frame,
and processing system are currently being redesigned.
Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Survey: This survey collects data on the nature and extent of
crime in Canada. In 1962, the UCR Survey began collecting aggregate data on reported crime
substantiated through police investigation. The survey is based on the administrative records
maintained by police forces. Revisions in 1983 resulted in the phased implementation of
incident-based data collection, starting in 1988 (UCR2). Since then, police forces have continued
to convert to the UCR2. The UCR2 Survey currently has 180 police forces reporting to it whose
data represent about half of the national volume of reported crime. UCR2 data are converted to
obtain national coverage at the level of aggregate estimates.
Source: Statistics Canada

Report of the Auditor General of Canada – April 1999

3–13

Statistics Canada – Managing the Quality of Statistics

recognized the fact that each Program
Division possesses a unique set of
knowledge and expertise.

We reviewed the
selfassessments of
four major surveys
that Statistics Canada
carried out for our
audit.

3.44
The Agency developed a set of
guidelines to help each Program Division
describe systematically the way it
manages quality in the planning, design,
execution and analysis phases of the
survey, as well as in its overall
management. Exhibit 3.4 shows the types
of information the Program Divisions
were asked to provide.
3.45
The second step in the
self-assessment involved review teams of
experienced Statistics Canada staff drawn
from outside the program areas. They
assessed the information and reached
conclusions about the adequacy of quality
management systems and practices. The
review teams provided a degree of
independence to help ensure an objective,
fair and equitable review process. A
senior-level Steering Committee provided

guidance and oversight to the work of the
review teams.
3.46
The self-assessment process
began in January 1998, with the Uniform
Crime Reporting Survey serving as a pilot.
The pilot provided feedback and evidence
on the viability of the approach. On the
basis of this pilot, the self-assessments of
the other surveys were initiated in May
1998. Reports documenting the results of
the self-assessments were available to us
by early September 1998.
3.47
Throughout the process, we
maintained close contact with the
Agency’s Steering Committee and the
review teams. We reviewed the planning
and execution of the self-assessments,
reviewed the supporting documentation
and held follow-up discussions with the
Agency’s review team and program
managers as well as interviews with users
of statistical products.
3.48
Overall, we found that the
self-assessments were carried out in

Statistics Canada conducted
self-assessments of quality
management in four major surveys
(see paragraphs 3.41–3.48)

3–14
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accordance with the methodology and
schedule agreed to with our Office. The
descriptions prepared by Program
Divisions provided the background
information needed to understand the
programs in general and the management
of their quality in particular. The review
teams were independent of Program
Divisions and knowledgeable about
quality management as well as about the
surveys they were reviewing. We
concluded that the self-assessments were
generally well planned and executed.
The conclusions of three of the four
self-assessments were consistent with
the evidence
3.49
The following excerpts show that
the self-assessments reached positive
conclusions about the overall adequacy of
quality management systems and practices
in each of the four surveys:
• Consumer Price Index (CPI). “...in
spite of some inherent weaknesses that are
not unique to Canada, the CPI remains an
indicator which is relevant, reliable and
well in line with the needs of its key

users... [The Agency] has put proper
mechanisms in place to continuously
improve this widely used macro-economic
indicator.”
• Labour Force Survey (LFS). “LFS
processes for monitoring and assuring
quality are appropriate given the profile of
the program and the resources that are
available to carry it out.”
• Monthly Survey of Manufacturing
(MSM). “...the processes for ensuring the
maintenance of quality are adequate for a
survey of its prominence and given its
budget.”
• Uniform Crime Reporting Survey
(UCR). “Given the nature of the program
and its objectives, budget and constraints,
no major changes to the overall quality
management and quality assurance
program...are being recommended. Some
improvements in specific areas could be
made without significant cost. These are
matters of ‘fine tuning’.”

3.50
In three of the four cases, we
found sufficient appropriate evidence to
support these overall conclusions. We
concluded that the self-assessments



A description of the survey, its goals and objectives, the major uses and users, the methodology,
its data products, costs and sources of funding.



A description of the evolution of the survey, and the context in which these changes were made.



How the relevance of the survey is ensured, including feedback mechanisms to assess the level
of satisfaction of major users with data products.



Overviews of the latest redesign and research activities affecting the survey.



A description of the steps that are built into the design and implementation to ensure quality.



An outline of mechanisms imbedded in the survey to check for consistency and coherence and
handle discrepancies.



A description of the activities involved in monitoring quality measures, such as sampling error,
response or imputation rates.



An outline of the survey management structure, both for ongoing operations and development
activities (redesign or re-engineering).



A description of how decisions on changes in the scope, methodology, or level of funding
affecting the survey are made, including all review mechanisms within and outside Statistics
Canada.



A description of how corporate initiatives in areas such as human resource management are
affecting the survey.



Any current important issues that can affect the relevance or credibility of the Program.

Exhibit 3.4
Information Provided by
Program Divisions for
the SelfAssessments of
the Surveys

Source: Statistics Canada

Report of the Auditor General of Canada – April 1999

3–15

Statistics Canada – Managing the Quality of Statistics

provided reasonable assurance that quality
management systems and practices are
adequate in the Consumer Price Index,
Labour Force Survey and Monthly Survey
of Manufacturing. In the case of the
Uniform Crime Reporting Survey, we
believe the weaknesses identified, and the
recommendations made, are more
important than the self-assessment
suggests.
3.51
As a component of the National
Justice Statistics Initiative, the purpose of
the UCR Survey is to help ensure that the
Canadian public has accurate information
on the nature and extent of crime in
Canada. The UCR Survey relies on
administrative data provided by police
forces across the country. As a result,
Statistics Canada has less direct control
over the completeness and the quality of
the data than in those cases where it
collects survey data itself. The two key
factors that affect the quality of the UCR
statistics, therefore, are the participation
of all police forces in Canada and the
integrity of the record systems maintained
by them. The self-assessment clearly
reports quality weaknesses in both these
areas.
3.52
An additional complicating factor
is that the UCR Survey relies on two
conceptually different surveys that run in
parallel. Some police forces report
summary data on the number of offences
(UCR1). Others provide detailed data on
individual criminal incidents, including,
for example, the age and sex of victims
and offenders, the level of injury, weapons
involved, location of incident and dollar
values of property and drug crimes
(UCR2). Statistics Canada converts the
UCR2 data to summary data and
combines them with UCR1 to publish
crime statistics at the national level. In
addition, it publishes the UCR2 data that
are available. Although considerably
richer for purposes of analysis, the
published UCR2 data are limited by the
fact that they cover only about half the
3–16

reported crime in Canada and are not
representative of Canada as a whole.
3.53
In our view, these circumstances
place a particular onus on the Agency to
inform potential users as clearly as
possible about the quality of the UCR data
and limitations on their use. We note that
while the UCR review team made
recommendations to strengthen practices
for managing the relevance and
interpretability of the survey (see
Appendix B), its overall conclusion states
that “no major changes are being
recommended” and labels the
recommendations as “fine tuning”.
Although the meaning of terms such as
“major changes” and “fine tuning” are
clearly matters of judgment, we believe
the recommendations are more important
than the self-assessment suggests and
deserve the attention of senior
management.
3.54
Appendix B includes excerpts
that summarize the self-assessments’
conclusions about the four surveys under
each of the six characteristics of quality,
along with our comments. In most cases,
we agree with the review teams’
conclusions and with the opportunities for
improvement that they identified. In some
cases, we point to additional areas where
we believe that quality management
practices, including the reporting of
quality, can be improved.
A wider application of the
self-assessment technique merits
consideration
3.55
Although Statistics Canada
carried out the four self-assessments as a
one-time exercise for our audit, our
review of the process and the results of the
assessments suggest that a wider
application of this technique merits
consideration — especially as the Agency
does not now have other independent
assessment mechanisms in place. If the
Agency were to apply the technique more
broadly, it would need to ensure that
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assessments were carried out rigorously
and that their conclusions were clear.

as one component of the formal
processes it uses to assess quality.

3.56
The constraints on the
self-assessments carried out for this audit
would need to be removed. The four
self-assessments set out to examine the
adequacy of quality management practices
explicitly within the context of the
priorities and resources allocated to the
programs by corporate management.
Consequently, the assessments looked
only at whether the programs did what
could reasonably be expected in
prevailing circumstances to manage
quality. In addition, they did not set out to
assess or to comment on the quality
actually achieved in the four surveys.

Agency’s response: We will consider the
benefits and costs of applying this
technique as one component of our quality
management approach.

3.57
We believe that a stronger focus
on results would enhance the
self-assessment technique. The following
kinds of issues would need to be assessed:
• the appropriateness of survey design
parameters, including quality targets as
appropriate;
• the extent to which design
parameters have been achieved;
• changes in quality since the last
assessment;
•

the nature and extent of reporting on
quality to users and the public;
• documentation of key decisions
affecting quality, and rationales for such
decisions; and
• the adequacy of methods to control
the quality of data from external sources.

3.58
We believe that a wider
application of self-assessments would
likely also require some training of
reviewers in assessment techniques, as
well as documented guidance for review
teams.
3.59
Statistics Canada should review
the potential for a wider application of
an enhanced self-assessment technique

Reporting Performance to
Parliament
The Agency’s Performance Report to
Parliament provides limited
information on quality
3.60
The government reformed its
Expenditure Management System in 1995.
Part of that reform included providing
better planning and performance
information to Parliament. Departmental
Performance Reports are now tabled in the
fall to start the cycle of budget and
business planning decisions. Among other
things, these reports are to provide
information on results achieved, important
management initiatives and financial
performance for consideration by
parliamentarians in the Estimates and
Supply process. Reports on Plans and
Priorities, which reflect decisions based
on performance and government priorities,
are tabled in the spring.

A stronger focus on
results would enhance
the selfassessment
technique.

3.61
As already noted, the Agency has
committed itself to providing Canadians
with high-quality statistics that are
relevant to policy making and responsive
to emerging issues. In many of its policies
and processes it gives a central place to
the quality of statistics. We therefore
expected to find quality-related
performance indicators in the Agency’s
Performance Report for the period ended
31 March 1998, which was tabled in
October 1998.
3.62
Under the heading “Information
Quality”, the Performance Report notes
that Statistics Canada uses a wide range of
quality assurance practices and conducts
intensive “institutional” quality
verification of all data releases. Under the
same heading, the Report notes that
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indicators of data quality are included in
all publications, although our review, and
the Agency’s own assessments, showed
that this is not always the case (see
Informing Users About Data Quality
and Methodology on this page).

The Agency's most
recent Performance
Report provides no
performance
information about the
accuracy,
interpretability or
coherence of the
statistics it produced.

3.63
The Performance Report includes
some descriptions of processes used to
keep programs relevant — including
external advice and user feedback — and
provides examples of changes made as a
result. With respect to timeliness, the
Report shows the time elapsed between
the reference period and the release dates
for six major surveys; but it provides no
rationale for selecting only these surveys
from among some 360 statistical
programs. For 28 selected outputs in
“major subject areas”, the Report includes
the frequency of publication (for example,
monthly or quarterly) and indicates
whether they were released on schedule in
1997–98.
3.64
The only other quality-related
indicators in the Report are indicators of
accessibility. They provide some
information about the growing use of the
Agency’s Internet site, as well as changes
to the statistical information available
there.
3.65
Overall, we concluded that the
Performance Report contains only partial
information about the Agency’s actual
performance in terms of the six
characteristics it has identified as central
to quality. In particular, the Report
provides no performance information at
all about the accuracy, interpretability or
coherence of statistics.
3.66
We were told that the process
used to gather information for the
Performance Report was informal and not
linked explicitly to other quality-related
initiatives. Program Reports were
consulted to some extent. However, no use
was made of the Statistical Data
Documentation System, which could be a
key database to generate quality-related
indicators for external reporting.
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3.67
Statistics Canada should
improve the coverage and content of
information on statistical quality in its
annual Performance Report to
Parliament by drawing on quality
information available from internal
assessment and reporting systems.
Agency’s response: We will review the
content of the annual Performance Report
to Parliament to improve the way in which
information on statistical quality is
presented. However, we do not believe that
it is possible to produce simple summary
quality measures across a wide variety of
programs in a way that is useful and
meaningful for Parliament.

Informing Users About Data
Quality and Methodology
3.68
All statistics are, to some extent,
estimates of the reality they seek to
convey. Therefore, they have to be used in
full awareness of their strengths and
limitations. Unlike users of many products
and services, however, users of statistics
cannot readily assess all of the important
quality characteristics of the data
produced by Statistics Canada. For the
most part, users have to rely on the
Agency’s integrity and professionalism, as
well as what it tells them about data
quality and the methodology used to
collect and compile the data.
3.69
Statistics Canada recognizes the
need to provide potential users with
information about data quality and the
concepts, definitions and methods used, so
they can determine whether the statistics
fit their purposes and can make informed
use of them. Since 1978, the Agency has
had a Policy on Informing Users of Data
Quality and Methodology.
A 1990 internal audit found inconsistent
practices
3.70
As we have noted, in 1990 the
Agency carried out an internal audit of its
compliance with this policy on informing
users. In a sample of 20 “major” and
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50 “other” surveys, the audit identified
many instances of non-compliance.
3.71
The internal audit report made a
number of important observations and
recommendations on Statistics Canada’s
dissemination of quality-related
information to users. For example, the
report stated that:
• as a minimum, an explicit reference
to a source of information on methods,
concepts and definitions should be a
mandatory requirement in all catalogued
publications;
•

consideration should be given to
requiring a standard statement in each
publication to the effect that “the data
included in this publication are subject to
various coverage, response [and other]
errors”, as applicable;
• every product should undergo a
low-cost annual assessment and
certification process using existing data
quality indicators as a minimum. The
results should be summarized or
referenced in the statistical product; and
• where no quality assessment or
supportable statement on major aspects of
quality is available, this should be stated
clearly in the related publications.

The Agency’s Policy is clear and well
structured
3.72
In 1992 the Agency updated its
Policy on Informing Users of Data Quality
and Methodology and, in doing so,
implemented many of the
recommendations of the 1990 internal
audit. The key elements of the current
Policy are set out in Exhibit 3.5. We
assessed the Policy and found it to be well
structured. It sets out clearly the
expectations for program managers, both
mandatory and discretionary.
3.73
We compared Statistics Canada’s
Policy with the approaches taken by
reputable statistical agencies in other
countries. We found that while all of these

agencies recognized the need to inform
users of data quality and methodology and
had taken steps to do so, not all of them
had documented policies in place. The
policies that we saw varied in their
structure and content. Although some
were quite similar to that of Statistics
Canada, none, in our view, were more
advanced.
The Agency’s practices in informing
users continue to be inconsistent
3.74
As noted in paragraph 3.29, the
Agency decided not to carry out the
follow-up of the 1990 internal audit that
had been planned for 1998. We therefore
carried out a limited test of its disclosure
practices.
3.75
We assessed a selection of 10
products to determine the nature and
extent of disclosure about data quality and
methodology both in hard copy
publications and electronic media. We
used criteria based on the 11 mandatory
minimum requirements specified in the
Agency’s current Policy on Informing
Users of Data Quality and Methodology
(see Exhibit 3.5).

The Agency has a
clear policy on
informing users of
data quality and
methodology, but it is
not applied
consistently.

3.76
Our test showed that disclosure of
information on data quality and
methodology in the Agency’s products did
not always comply with the mandatory
minimum requirements of the Policy.
Therefore, users are not always
appropriately informed of the strengths
and limitations of statistics. Disclosure
was inconsistent across products.
Specifically, we noted the following:
• Disclosure of data quality and
methodology is not clearly or consistently
identified as such. For example, data
quality is often discussed in sections titled
“Note”, “Technical Notes” or “Survey
Overview”.
• Information is generally more on the
definition of errors or description of
quality control processes than on actual
quality achieved. Few quantitative
measures of quality are provided.
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• Coefficients of variation are often
the only indicators of quality given. While
coefficients of variation may be helpful
for technical users, many other users have
difficulty understanding them. We believe
that users need also to be provided with
simple, understandable statements or
indicators of data quality whenever
possible.

3.77
We found also that disclosure was
inconsistent across media of
dissemination. In particular, information
available on or through the Agency’s
Internet site showed weaker compliance
than printed publications.
3.78
To ensure that its Internet site
complies with its policy on informing

Exhibit 3.5
Policy on Informing Users of Data Quality and Methodology - Key Elements
Section

Contents

Policy

Five statements spell out the intent of the policy:
1. Indicators of data quality and methodology are made available to users.
2. Documentation must conform to standards and guidelines.
3. Products are accompanied by or refer to such documentation.
4. Exemption must be approved.
5. Cost-recovery surveys are encouraged to follow the same practices.

Responsibilities

Individual Programs
– Inform users of the availability of information on data quality and methodology.
– Disseminate existing measures or descriptions of data quality and documentation on
methodology.
– Implement procedures to generate information on data quality.
Methods and Standards Committee
– Report periodically on the state of compliance with the Policy.
– Provide standards and guidelines to Programs.
– Approve applications for exemption from the Policy requirements .

General Principles

General principles governing implementation are provided.

The Standards

Eleven mandatory minimum requirements are specified:
1. An explanation of fundamental concepts.
2. Basic definitions, including:
–
universe and target population;
–
key characteristics;
–
key indicators or data being disseminated.
3. Time frame or reference period.
4. Advice that data are subject to error.
5. Advice that data may be subject to revisions.
6. Advice that data may not be comparable over time.
7. Coverage error or data quality rating.
8. Sampling error for key characteristics.
9. Response rate and extent of imputation.
10. For administrative data, overall quality rating.
11. Potential sources of error.

The Guidelines

Guidelines on how to provide additional information on data quality to all users and for
different types of data.

Source: Policy on Informing Users of Data Quality and Methodology, 1992
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users, the Agency recently began to
develop an Integrated Meta Database to
replace the SDDS. It is to contain
information on the data quality, concepts
and underlying methodology of each
Agency survey, and is to be accessible to
all Internet users. Because the new
database was still being developed at the
time of our audit, we were unable to
assess the nature and extent of the
information it contains.

first when seeking information about the
Agency’s products.

3.79
Our findings on the lack of
information and the inconsistencies in
disclosure are in accordance with the
Agency’s findings on “interpretability” in
the four self-assessments it carried out
(see Appendix B).

3.83
Statistics Canada should ensure
that its Policy on Informing Users of
Data Quality and Methodology is
applied consistently across products and
dissemination media.

3.80
Statistics Canada’s Methods and
Standards Committee has functional
responsibility for the Policy on Informing
Users of Data Quality and Methodology,
and is mandated to monitor its
implementation. However, we found that
the Committee has not done so, nor has it
produced the periodic reports on the state
of compliance that the Policy requires. We
noted, too, that while program managers
can ask the Methods and Standards
Committee for exemptions from
compliance with the Policy, no such
exemptions have been requested or
granted.

3.84
In informing users of data
quality and methodology, Statistics
Canada should:

3.81
The Agency’s Guide to Statistics
Canada’s Programs and Products includes
some information on data quality and
methodology. However, our review
showed that practice with respect to the
inclusion of such information is
inconsistent across programs. In some
cases no information is provided; in
others, information on the source and
definition of possible errors is included. In
still others, actual indicators of data
quality are provided. Although the policy
on informing users does not apply to the
Guide, including information on data
quality and methodology could help the
many users who would consult the Guide

3.82
Officials in the other statistical
agencies we visited indicated that their
own quality disclosure practices were also
inconsistent. Most officials acknowledged
that they could, and should, do better.
Disseminating statistics by means of new
technologies, such as the Internet and
compact discs, was widely recognized as a
particular challenge.

Agency’s response: Agreed.

• use a clear and standardized
heading in all printed and electronic
documents for a section that provides
information on data quality and
methodology, or that refers the user to a
source where such information can be
found; and
• establish a flexible disclosure
framework to define the contents of the
data quality and methodology section in
individual statistical products and
related documents, to ensure that the
intent of the Policy is met. The
framework should allow for variations
in the depth and breadth of the
information provided, depending on the
program, product or medium of
dissemination.

Agency’s response: Agreed

An Integrated Approach to
Managing Quality
Many building blocks are in place
3.85
After-the-fact assessments of
quality cannot replace measures that build
quality into statistical programs —
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appropriate design and execution, the use
of suitably qualified and motivated staff,
the effective management of resources and
activities, and a corporate culture of
integrity. We support the Agency’s
emphasis on building quality in through
these and other means, and its approach to
giving managers discretion to use the best
techniques available to pursue quality in
the Agency’s diverse statistical products.

We believe there is a
need for each
statistical program to
demonstrate regularly
that it has met design
parameters or quality
targets.

3.86
However, we believe there is a
need for each statistical program to
demonstrate regularly — through
self-reporting, some form of independent
assessment, or both — that it has met
design parameters or quality targets, such
as sample size and response rate (see
paragraphs 3.40 and 3.59). The frequency
and depth of such reporting would need to
be decided with due consideration to the
cost, complexity and importance of the
statistical programs concerned. Without
systematic quality assessments, it is
questionable whether the Agency can
assure itself, or others, that the systems
and practices it uses to build in quality are
effective.
3.87
The Agency has many
quality-related policies, guidelines and
systems that could become the basis for
effective quality assessment and reporting.
Many of the necessary building blocks are
already in place, and recent experience
with the self-assessment approach may
point to a useful addition. However, we
believe that the Agency needs to reshape
some of these building blocks and reorient
others to make them more cohesive. A
basis for such integration could be the
newly documented Quality Assurance
Framework, which sets out what the
Agency considers to be the key
characteristics of quality in statistics, and
describes the processes already in place to
manage quality.
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span of time by different units in the
organization. For example, the Statistical
Data Documentation System was
developed by the Standards Division; the
Quality Guidelines by a team of
professionals drawn from various units;
the Policy on Informing Users of Data
Quality and Methodology by the Methods
and Standards Committee; and the
Performance Report and guidelines for
Program Reports by the Corporate
Planning Division. Although many of
these initiatives were developed under the
purview of the Methods and Standards
Committee, the Agency has not had a
focal point with specific responsibility to
ensure their co-ordination and integration.
Nor does it have such a focal point now.
3.89
We noted that definitions and
requirements relating to quality of
statistics are not always consistent. For
example, the term “quality” itself has
taken on new dimensions over time,
expanding from the more traditional
meaning of accuracy to one that reflects
an explicit user orientation. Today, quality
is defined or described differently in
various policies, guidelines and systems.

Better integration and documentation
are needed

3.90
We also noted that internal and
external reporting requirements are not
co-ordinated and sometimes overlap.
Besides being required to disclose
information on data quality and
methodology to users of each of their
products, program managers are currently
required to update the Statistical Data
Documentation System annually, prepare
Program Reports every two years and
provide input to the Agency’s annual
Performance Report to Parliament.
Because these different reporting
requirements are not co-ordinated, each
one leads to additional work and can
generate new streams of quality-related
information. This may contribute to the
difficulties that program managers and the
Agency itself face in satisfying all the
reporting requirements adequately.

3.88
The Agency’s quality-related
initiatives were developed over a long

3.91
The Agency’s Policy on
Informing Users of Data Quality and
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Methodology establishes expectations for
managers that are stronger than those
established by the Quality Guidelines. The
former clearly sets out “minimum
standards” for disclosure by program
managers. The latter — a “collection of
methods, procedures and practices that
govern the pursuit of quality objectives”
— includes no mandatory requirements.
As already noted, the Quality Guidelines
give program managers latitude to select
and implement whatever practices they
consider appropriate in their particular
circumstances.

disciplined approach means better, not
necessarily more, documentation.

3.92
The fact that standards for
informing users are mandatory, while the
guidelines for documenting quality are
discretionary, may contribute to program
managers overlooking or violating
mandatory minimum requirements to
inform users. Both our audit and the
Agency’s self-assessments showed that
many of the programs examined did not
comply fully with the Policy on Informing
Users of Data Quality and Methodology.

Agency’s response: Agreed.

3.93
We believe that if quality were
defined more consistently, and if quality
assessment, documentation and reporting
were better integrated, the burden on
program managers and the Agency could
be reduced. The Integrated Meta Database
(the planned successor to the Statistical
Data Documentation System) could be
used consistently to document, for each
survey, key quality-related decisions and
the rationales for them, as well as quality
indicators (as the Agency’s Quality
Guidelines already suggest). The Database
could then become a central repository of
information on quality to support
consistent and effective internal reporting
and external disclosure.
3.94
We believe that co-ordinated
quality-related policies, guidelines,
systems and processes, and a more
disciplined approach to documentation,
would help provide more systematic
information about quality to support
management and reporting. A more

3.95
Statistics Canada should make
its quality-related policies, guidelines
and systems more coherent and cohesive
by:
• reconciling differences in
definitions of quality; and
• co-ordinating the requirements for
internal documentation and external
reporting.

3.96
Statistics Canada should
co-ordinate the development of the
Integrated Meta Database with other
quality-related initiatives and take steps
to ensure the ongoing completeness and
reliability of the Database.
Agency’s response: Agreed. The
integration of quality-related information
was already recognized as one objective of
the development of the Integrated Meta
Database, and is under way.
3.97
Statistics Canada should assign
to a corporate focal point the
responsibility for promoting an
integrated, consistent approach to
developing and implementing
quality-related initiatives throughout
the Agency, including the assessment
and reporting of quality.

A more disciplined
approach to
documentation would
help provide more
systematic information
about quality to
support management
and reporting.

Agency’s response: We agree with the
objective underlying this recommendation.
However, we believe that the most
effective arrangement is to have the
maintenance of quality as a prime
responsibility of every line manager. We
would be concerned about introducing any
organizational arrangement that suggests
to program managers that “someone else”
is looking after quality issues. We will
consider this issue further.

Report of the Auditor General of Canada – April 1999

3–23

Statistics Canada – Managing the Quality of Statistics

Conclusion
3.98
In the course of our audit we
noted Statistics Canada’s commitment to
producing high-quality statistics and
continuing to improve quality. We noted,
too, that the Agency is widely respected
among its peers, and has an international
reputation second to none for
independence, innovation and quality.
Indeed, many employees of other
well-regarded statistical agencies whom
we interviewed indicated that they were
complimented that we would look to their
agencies as benchmarks for Statistics
Canada, when in fact they were striving to
emulate it.
3.99
Statistics Canada has in place a
wide range of policies and processes to
ensure the ongoing relevance of its
programs, to build quality in through
design, execution and the use of new
technologies, and to maintain an
environment that encourages a concern for
quality throughout the organization.
However, we found that its achievement
of quality is not sufficiently assessed and
reported either within or outside the
Agency.
Using a hand-held computer,
with on-line interactive editing,
to collect price information for
the Consumer Price Index
(see paragraph 3.99).

3.100 Its formal quality assessment
mechanisms are not sufficiently
co-ordinated and are not applied
consistently. Program managers do not
always comply with reporting
requirements. As a result, these
mechanisms do not provide systematic,
transparent information about the
adequacy of quality management systems
and practices in the Agency’s statistical
programs or on the quality they actually
achieve.
3.101 However, the Agency’s existing
policies, guidelines and systems can
become the basis for more effective
quality assessment and reporting practices.
Integrating them better and taking a more
disciplined approach to documentation
would improve the nature and extent of
information available to support internal
decision making and assurance, as well as
external reporting to Parliament and the
public on performance, and to users on
data quality and methodology.
3.102 The four self-assessments
Statistics Canada carried out for this audit
were well planned and executed. All
reached positive conclusions about the
adequacy of quality management in the
four surveys. For three of the four (the
Consumer Price Index, the Labour Force
Survey, the Monthly Survey of
Manufacturing), we concluded that the
self-assessments provided reasonable
assurance that quality management
systems and practices are adequate. In our
judgment, the evidence presented in the
self-assessment of the Uniform Crime
Reporting Survey could have led to a
stronger conclusion about the weaknesses
identified and the importance of
recommended improvements.
3.103 The quality of statistics figures
prominently in Statistics Canada’s
effectiveness and in its commitments to
Parliament for results. We therefore
expected to find quality-related
performance information in its most
recent Performance Report to Parliament,
tabled in October 1998. Overall, we
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concluded that the Report provided only
limited information on the Agency’s
performance with respect to the quality of
the statistics that it produces.
3.104 Because statistics have to be used
in full awareness of their strengths and
limitations, we assessed Statistics
Canada’s policy and practices for
informing users about data quality and

methodology. We concluded that the
Agency’s Policy on Informing Users of
Data Quality and Methodology is well
structured and sets out clear expectations
for program managers. However, the
Agency’s practices in informing users are
inconsistent, and users are not always
appropriately informed about the strengths
and limitations of the statistics.
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About the Audit
Objectives
Our audit objectives were to determine whether:

•
•
•

Statistics Canada systematically assesses the adequacy of quality management systems and practices in
its statistical programs to ensure that it has the information needed to manage and report on quality;
Statistics Canada’s self-assessments provide reasonable assurance about the adequacy of quality
management systems and practices in the four selected surveys; and
Statistics Canada appropriately informs users about data quality and the methodology used to develop the
statistics.

Scope and Approach
We examined various mechanisms used by the Agency to assess quality in individual statistical programs and
to report results externally. We audited the Agency’s self-assessments of four selected programs: the
Consumer Price Index, the Labour Force Survey, the Monthly Survey of Manufacturing and the Uniform
Crime Reporting Survey. We also reviewed the Agency’s policy and practices for informing users about data
quality and methodology, and reporting to Parliament on performance.
In addition to auditing Statistics Canada’s self-assessments to determine whether we could rely on their
conclusions, we reviewed documents and interviewed Agency staff. We also interviewed key users of
statistics in the federal and provincial governments and the private sector. In addition, we compared the
Agency’s approach to managing the quality of statistics with practices in a number of respected statistical
agencies in other countries – including Australia, the Netherlands, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the
United States.

Criteria
•
•
•
•
•
•
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The adequacy of quality systems and practices in individual statistical programs should be assessed
systematically.
Assessment findings should be used in managing quality and in reporting performance.
Self-assessments should be properly planned and executed. Findings and conclusions should be supported
by sufficient appropriate evidence.
Self-assessments should cover the key principles and criteria reflected in the Agency’s quality policies
and guidelines.
The Agency should have an effective policy on informing users about data quality and methodology to
help ensure informed use of its statistical products.
Individual statistical programs should appropriately inform users about data quality and methodology.
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Appendix A

Approaches to Quality Assessment and Reporting in Selected
Statistical Agencies
United Kingdom’s Office for National Statistics
The United Kingdom Office for National Statistics (ONS) has an internal review process through which quality
practices of major business surveys are audited periodically. A member of the team from outside the ONS helps ensure
that the review is objective.
For household surveys, data collection activities are subject to market testing. As part of the process, quality targets
are clearly specified and the achievements by contractors (internal and external) are monitored. The surveys equivalent
to the Labour Force Survey and the Consumer Price Index were two examples shown to us.
In addition, a separate internal audit process helps assure the quality of the systems that produce statistical outputs and
identifies any general risks associated with them for corporate action.
In its annual Compliance Plan (submitted to Parliament), the ONS reports on changes in the response burden on
businesses, by individual survey and in total. In the same document, planned and actual response rates for each survey
are reported, providing some indication of data quality.
The ONS launched its StatBase in October 1998. It includes a meta-database in which users can find information about
the data quality and methodology of each survey. This initiative, we understand, is based on Statistics Canada’s
Statistical Data Documentation System (SDDS).
Statistics Sweden
In Statistics Sweden, each survey must complete an annual “quality declaration” based on a 24-item self-assessment
checklist. The objective is to determine whether the quality of the survey has improved, deteriorated or remained the
same, in each of four characteristics: content (relevance), accuracy, timeliness and coherence. Division management
reviews the results of the self-assessments in its area of responsibility.
The results of these self-assessments are summarized for the agency’s management. They are also included in the
agency’s annual report to Parliament. The Swedish National Audit Office audits the report and certifies the reliability
of information on quality. Statistics Sweden’s self-assessment procedure is currently being revised so as to complement
it with continuous measurement of key process variables and specific quality indicators.
Statistics Netherlands
Statistics Netherlands adopted an overall quality program in 1996. One of the objectives was to introduce quality
systems in all statistical departments. Provisional guidelines were issued in 1997. At the same time, a system of
“statistical auditing” was set up. The aim of this system is to check how quality management in statistical departments
is functioning and how the quality of statistical products and processes (including the procedures) can be improved.
Another objective is to document best practices and to incorporate them into the guidelines for quality management
systems.
All audits are carried out by a pool of about 25 agency staff, drawn from various divisions and working part-time on
statistical auditing. They receive training from a private consulting firm with experience in auditing and quality
management.

3–28

Report of the Auditor General of Canada – April 1999

Statistics Canada – Managing the Quality of Statistics

Appendix B

Conclusions of Statistics Canada's SelfAssessments
Except where we make specific comments, we concur with the following conclusions of the self-assessments.

Consumer Price Index (CPI)
Relevance. “The CPI has continued to maintain a high degree of relevance in the context of Canada’s ever-changing
economy, in spite of adverse budgetary conditions and the accompanying major reduction in the sample.
Accuracy. “The constraints imposed by budget reduction have led to sample reductions in the program. However,
these reductions were implemented without compromising the accuracy of the most widely used measures.”
Timeliness. “The monthly measure of the CPI is produced in a timely fashion.”
Accessibility. “Current information on the CPI is freely and widely available.”
Interpretability. “The CPI program provides information on concepts and definitions and on issues of data quality
through various channels, both through personal contact and through a series of publications designed to meet the
needs of various users.”
We agree with this statement. However, we noted that quarterly publications do not consistently refer the reader to
sources where such information can be found.
Coherence. “The conceptual framework and classifications used in the CPI reflect the needs of its clients.”

Labour Force Survey (LFS)
Relevance. “The LFS program has adequate measures to assure relevance, including use of advisory committees,
direct client-stakeholder feedback, and careful monitoring and response to media coverage. The program incorporates
this feedback through decennial redesign, ongoing quality assurance committees, and a committee to manage major
developments between decennial redesigns.”
Accuracy. “The LFS is exemplary in terms of regularly monitoring the accuracy of data, primarily through the Data
Quality Committee, which meets each month prior to the release of the survey results. A whole range of quality
measures is monitored, including coefficients of variation, non-response, slippage, and coding error rates. Information
products are reviewed in compliance with bureau policy.”
Regional rates of unemployment are used, pursuant to the Employment Insurance Act, to determine the number of
hours of work necessary to qualify for employment insurance benefits and the number of weeks of benefit. The LFS
allocates its sample to achieve accuracy targets (coefficients of variation — CVs) for statistics on the unemployment
rate in each Employment Insurance Region. The target CV, as established by a long-standing agreement between the
Agency and Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC), is 15 percent. The Agency told us that occasionally the
accuracy targets are not attained. When this happens, the Agency, in agreement with HRDC, may reallocate sample
sizes to achieve the desired targets.
Our review shows that the LFS quality reports did not include the CVs for the unemployment rates in each region. The
Agency informed us that in the future these accuracy measures will be formally reviewed in the LFS quality reports,
and that HRDC, the user of the information, will be regularly informed.
Timeliness. “...the LFS results are released in very timely fashion — two weeks after the end of the survey collection
period.”
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Accessibility. “Information on program outputs is widely available to users and the public through Statistics Canada’s
Daily and the LFS release on the Statistics Canada’s world-wide web site, through copies of the publication available
free of charge at Regional Offices and depository libraries, and via wide media coverage of the highlights of the survey
results.”
We agree with this conclusion, but note that users consulted by the Agency have indicated some concerns about
accessibility, including the cost of accessing labour market information. During our audit, several users we
interviewed also expressed concerns about the high cost of LFS products.
Interpretability. “LFS products conform to the Policy on Informing Users of Data Quality and Methodology.”
The review team told us that although individual products may not conform to the requirements of the Policy on
Informing Users of Data Quality and Methodology, collectively they are in compliance because they make reference to
other documents. With the December 1998 release of a publication on the methodology of the LFS, users now have
access to a wide range of quality indicators (for example, vacancy rates, non-response rates, design effects, sample
sizes, sampling errors)
Coherence. “The LFS has taken adequate measures to ensure coherence, including use of international standards for
definition of key labour market variables, such as unemployment, employment and the unemployment rate. The
program also uses standard classification systems for industry, occupation and geography. To further ensure coherence,
the LFS program undertakes, in concert with other program areas, analysis of LFS estimates with those from other
sources.”
We concur generally with the conclusion about coherence. However, two major users told us that the Agency could do
more to improve the continuity of the LFS time series when technical changes, such as changes to classification
systems, are introduced.
There have been questions about the international comparability of unemployment rates. Although most Western
countries follow the International Labour Organization (ILO) guidelines in measuring unemployment, each country
may build into its surveys special features for its own needs. For example, while both countries follow the ILO
guidelines, Canada includes “passive job seekers” in the unemployed but the United States does not. It is important to
take account of such measurement differences when comparing unemployment rates.
A discussion of this definitional difference and the resulting unemployment gap between the two countries was featured
in the November 1998 issue of the Labour Force Update. LFS management told us that, in the future, key LFS
publications would warn users of the dangers of international comparison of unemployment rates.

Monthly Survey of Manufacturing (MSM)
Relevance. “There is no evidence that the absence of a systematic, on-going external mechanism to ensure relevance
is adversely affecting the MSM.” Nevertheless, the review team notes that “the MSM lacks a systematic
communications link with its client community” and suggests a “more formal dialogue mechanism.”
Accuracy. “It is the judgement of the [review team] that, given its budget, the accuracy aspect of quality is very well
managed in this survey.” The self-assessment goes on to state, “The survey produces estimates of high standard as
judged by measures of quality that are observed...response rates are usually in the nineties which compares favorably
to the best sample surveys.”
Discussions with MSM staff confirmed that with the stratified sample used in this survey, a small number of data
sources represent a very large proportion of the value of the measured variables. In these circumstances, a more useful
indicator of data quality than response rate might be, for example, the coverage achieved in terms of the value of
shipments.
Timeliness. “It is the judgement of the [review team] that the MSM’s timeliness is acceptable and, while there should
be a continual striving to improve it, it should not be at the expense of a deterioration in accuracy.”
We have no reason to question the judgment of the review team in this regard. However, we note that the report
provides no evidence to support conclusions about timeliness versus accuracy.
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Accessibility. “...the MSM information is readily available through Statistics Canada’s Daily publication, in printed
copy and through electronic media.”
Interpretability. “The survey largely complies with the agency’s Policy on Informing Users of Data Quality and
Methodology.”
Despite this conclusion, the review team recommends the inclusion of a new “Concepts and Methods” section in the
key publication that “more clearly explains the data quality issues” and that includes tables and graphs to “illustrate
the size and impact of revisions”. We agree with this recommendation.
Coherence. “In the opinion of the [review team] the MSM does as good a job on the coherence dimension of quality
as can reasonably be expected from a monthly survey.”

Uniform Crime Reporting Survey (UCR).
Relevance. “The UCR program has in place a superior means for both client and respondent liaison, consultation and
feedback to ensure the relevance of its data and products.”
The review team goes on to recommend, “The establishment of an advisory committee on analytical studies and
requirements be considered to enhance the perception of independence of the UCR and to broaden the scope and
extent of data use.” We agree with this recommendation.
Accuracy. “The data are at most as good as the information available within the policing system itself...effective
monitoring and assessment of quality needs an examination of data at the level of police forces. This is done in part
through the editing process. Some of the primary checks and analysis at this level are performed by the respondents
themselves, who “sign off” on the results. (But this process) does not necessarily assure accuracy and it does not
permit an independent assessment of accuracy. It does not account for differences in reporting and enforcement
practices.”
In 1997 Statistics Canada distributed a self-audit manual to police forces across the country. This initiative was based
on the recommendation of a 1989 study, which found that police forces needed to conduct periodic audits of their
internal systems to ensure accurate reporting of crime statistics. The Agency’s follow-up with a number of major police
forces showed that the forces did not have the resources to conduct the audits. In the meantime, there is continuing
uncertainty about the quality of the information that is available within the policing system and reported to Statistics
Canada. We were told that an internal proposal has recently been submitted within the Agency, requesting resources to
perform a data quality audit with selected major police forces.
Timeliness. “Given the nature of the survey, there is strong support for concluding that the data are as timely as is
reasonable to expect under the current operational constraints...Any significant improvement in timeliness would have
to come in respondent related activities.”
Accessibility. “The practices used to disseminate and ensure accessibility of UCR data are consistent with Agency
practices in general, and with requirements and views of major clients.”
Interpretability. “In all cases (including the releases in the Daily), information on the concepts and definitions is
given and amply meets the requirements and the intent of the Policy on Informing Users of Data Quality and
Methodology...”
With respect to information on data quality (as distinct from information on concepts and definitions), the review team
makes three recommendations for improvement. 1) “An assessment of the impact of the coverage limitations of the
UCR2 might be helpful (for example, by examination of aggregate data differences between the UCR1 and UCR2
populations). 2) Cross-references in all products to the report “Canadian Crime Statistics” ... for details on
methodology and data quality would also be useful ... 3) Response rates and an assessment of the effect of imputation
by major variable should be provided.” In view of the nature of this survey, we agree with these recommendations and
believe them to be important.
Coherence. “There are clear and convincing attempts to provide a broad picture of criminal incidents, victims and
perpetrators - integration of aggregate data across the surveys within the Police Services Program, integration of data
from a variety of statistical sources (including some international data) and development across statistical programs.”
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