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Abstract:

The requirenents of reliability, internationa
conparability, and tinmeliness are various aspects of
the quality of statistical data. These quality
characteristics do not always have the sane

i mportance. For structural data, tineliness has a

di fferent rel evance than for short-term econonic
statistics. Another inportant factor to be considered
for the trade-off between tineliness and reliability
is the purpose the data are to be used for. Due to the
conditions of production, inproving tineliness wthout
inmpairing reliability is hardly possible. Reliability
nmust never be replaced by tineliness where reliability
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is what really matters. However, there are purposes
which do require a gain in tineliness and can easily
cope with the resulting loss in reliability.

I. Introduction

1. One of the consequences of technol ogical progress is that our world is
nmovi ng toget her ever closer and ever faster. The inventions of radio,

t el ephone, television, and comruni cations satellites were nilestones on the
way towards an ever nore transparent and better informed world. The recent
devel opnent of the Internet again has dramatically accel erated that process.
It has been a technol ogical |eap whose real inportance for man cannot be
assessed yet. In the next century it will perhaps be considered to have been
an informational revolution. Information society, globalisation, and

i nternational benchmarking are terns describing that devel opment. What is the
position of statistics here?

2. Where the goal is to describe and assess the social, econom c, and

ecol ogical situation of countries and nations, statistical information has top
priority. However, it is not just any statistical indicators that is needed
worldwide in this context; what is required is data that are conparable at an
international level and that are highly reliable.

3. The question we are dealing with here is: May we attach greater
i mportance to the tineliness of statistical information in the future than to
ot her requirements of statistical data?

4, It is not possible to give a general answer to that question. The answer
wi Il rather depend on the type of information, the purpose such information is
needed for, and the users demandi ng the information.

5. So, first of all, I will try to illustrate for what type of statistica
data tineliness is especially inmportant. Then | will exam ne who the users of
rapid information are and what the issues are for which data are needed very
rapidly. This will include the question of whether there are differences
between national and international use. Finally, I will go into the questions
of whether nodifications in the process of producing statistical data may
provi de significant gains in tineliness and where are the limts in the trade-
of f between tinmeliness and reliability.

. The type of statistical information
6. The production of statistical data should al ways be based on the

principle of maxinumreliability and earliest presentation possible. Wen
tal king about reliability and tinmeliness of statistical data problenms do not
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arise to the sane extent for the entire supply of data. W have to distinguish
and specify the type of data we are dealing with. There are good reasons to
assune that the demand for data quality and the possibility to change it are
not the sane for short-term econom c statistics on the one hand and structura
statistics on the other. There are differences both concerning the production
process and with regard to the relevance of tineliness and reliability.

7. First of all, | would like to go into the issue of relevance. In section
5.1, | will exam ne the production process.
8. For statistics that are conpiled at long intervals, the demand for

timeliness is not a top priority. Structural data do not change quickly, so
that for their publication a tolerance of several nonths is absolutely
acceptable, that is, referring to the date of publication envisaged. This
means that the decisive element is not the absolute difference in tine, but
the actual date of publication in relation to the theoretical date of
publication under ideal conditions. It nmust also be taken into account that
structural data have a rather great potential of information, which can be
utilised to its full extent only by analysing the data. However, this takes
time and, noreover, such analytical work is not always performed by the data
producers thensel ves. Consequently, the demand for tineliness puts pressure
not only on the data producers but also on those who are responsible for
further processing, thus reducing pressure on official statistics.

9. Anot her reason expl ai ni ng why the demand for quicker presentation of
results is not of the same inportance for structural data as for short-term
econonmic statistics is that structural data are often very detailed in terns
of subject-matter and regi onal breakdown. This neans that their production is
quite costly and, consequently, there are no conpetitors offering the sane
data. Thus there is hardly any alternative on the market for statistica
informati on of this kind. Nevertheless, the tineliness of structural data nust
not be di sregarded altogether, because tineliness will always be an el ement of
the overall quality of statistical data; considerable shortcom ngs of this
quality el enment woul d have a negative inpact on the inage of the data
producer.

10. Wen having to choose between reliability and tineliness of structura
data, the decision will thus probably be in favour of reliability. Therefore,
a gainintineliness will hardly be obtained by reducing reliability.

11. Therefore, the demand for nore tinmeliness is not very relevant for
structural statistics. This is why | will focus my reflections regarding

timeliness on short-termeconomc statistics.

I, The rel evance of tineliness for whom and for what purpose?
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12. Producers of goods and services have to neet the requirements of their
custoners if they want those custoners to continue demandi ng their products.
This principle of a free-market system also applies to producers of
statistical data. But what does this actually nmean for data producers? Is that
demand applicable in any case, or are there situations where we cannot or
shoul d not satisfy the users' w shes?

13. Who are the users, and what are the purposes they need the data for?

I1l1.1 The users

14. Oobviously, we have to differentiate very nuch when exam ning the issue of
users' wi shes - which are reduced here to the three itens of tineliness,
reliability and international conparability. Wio are the users of short-term
econonic statistics?

15. Oficial short-termecononic data are used first of all by national and

i nternational public institutions (governments, central banks, the World Bank
| M/, CECD, UN). The second group of users - which | find it hard to further
subdivide in terns of priority - are the business world with its associations,
enpl oyees' associ ations, the scientific community in the broadest sense and,

| ast but not |east, the general public, which is represented above all by the
mass nedia. Especially the latter group of users is in ny opinion not paid
enough attention regarding the issue of tinmeliness.

16. Users' wishes for tineliness, reliability, and internationa

conparability appear to be honbgeneous at first sight only. It is true that

all users wish good quality of the data, that is, they wish to obtain the data
as quickly as possible, with a high degree of reliability and, where
necessary, conparable at an international |evel. However, if one anal yses

t hese demands and asks the users to set priorities, the picture becones nore
differentiated. Depending on the purpose the data are needed for, there is
nore enphasis put on either reliability and conparability or tineliness.
Journalists will set other priorities than central banking experts or analysts
at the International Monetary Fund.

I11.2 Data use

17. When it conmes to assessing the relevance of tineliness of statistica
data, the question of what the data are needed for is of mmjor inportance. The
purpose of data use in nmy opinion is even nore inportant than the issue of who
t he data users are.

18. As nentioned earlier, the demand for better tineliness is not very

rel evant for structural data. Obviously, there are questions that can nost
easily be answered by structural data. This kind of use will apply first of
all to the scientific sphere (universities, research institutes, medium and
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long-termpolitical advice, international conparative studies), but also to
busi ness and enpl oyees' associ ati ons.

19. For exanple, an entrepreneur will carefully consider a decision as to
whet her to make a substantial investnent in another country. This is not a
matter of quick decision but of the right choice. The underlying information
must be preci se and the data must be conparable. Al so, when considering the
granting of a loan, the IMF will not base its decision on the tineliness of a
short-term econom c indicator. In nost cases, both of these users wll
probably rate reliability and conparability higher than tinmeliness. For these
purposes, quality inprovements with regard to better tineliness therefore have
to be acconplished without |osses in terms of the other quality
characteristics. In the long term this can be achieved only by changes in the
producti on processes.

20. For questions that may be answered nmore suitably by short-term econom c
data, the demand for better tineliness is more relevant. W can differentiate
between two types of use of short-termstatistical data:

fields of application where the data are needed quickly and with a high
degree of reliability, and

fields of application where the enphasis is on the tendency or the
trend.

21. That neans there are questions which do not always require exact answers;
tendencies or trends will often be sufficient here.

22. The first category includes users within the sphere of statistics who,
for example, need the results for performng the quarterly national product
conput ations, and users in the central banks who need the data for nonetary
policy decisions. Mnetary policy is the only political field | can think of
where political decisions are taken in the short-term too. Considering the

i mportance of nonetary policy decisions, statisticians and those responsible
for nonetary policies agree that the reliability of data underlying decision-
maki ng nmust never be replaced by better tineliness. So, better tineliness is
acceptable only if data reliability remai ns unchanged — unless the data
required as a basis for decision-nmaking are not really as inportant as it is
clainmed they are. Even in this political sphere, it is not quite clear how
important the tineliness of statistical information really is. | think that
opi ni ons about the right political decisions — and consequently about the
right nmonetary policy decisions — do not so nuch depend on statistica

i ndi cators than on the econom c theory providing the basis for such deci sion-
maki ng. So, calling for an ever faster supply of short-term economnc
statistics in part is used as an alibi. The nore inportant a specific task is,
the nore urgently one has to call for better tineliness in providing data
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supporting the decision-making process. |Is there any concrete exanple of a
situation where making a decision in tinme was not possible because an
i mportant econonic indicator was not available early enough?

23. Generally, any other political decisions - be it in econonic policy, in

| abour market policy or in any other political field - are nmainly designed for
the mediumor long term rather than being taken by the governnents on the
basis of the current econom c situation. Such decisions are nmainly based on
structural data, which in the international sphere of course nust be
conparable if they are to provide a good basis for decision-making. | think
this also applies to decision-nmaking in business - if we disregard
transactions on financial markets, because part of the decisions made in that
sphere especially in recent nonths have been irrational in my opinion

24. Let nme now cone to the second category of using short-termstatistica
information, that is uses which do not very nuch depend on reliability. The
entire political sphere, the government and the opposition - and to a

consi derabl e extent also the nmedia - depend heavily on short-terminformation.
But that information is not used to take political decisions. Such information
serves only for publicly discussing the success or failure of the policy-
makers by interpreting the current econonic situation. One of the consequences
is that, in a denocratic system political action is permanently under
observation. For this kind of information, it is not essential to know the
exact figure of industrial production, the precise |evel of unenploynent or
the exact price increase. In all these cases, the tendency, or the direction
of the trend, is the really inmportant information. The short-term data needed
here must be able to show whether the devel opnents in the econony and society
are in line with the political goals. This is sufficient for the public

di scussion to go on.

25. CQur experience shows that the exact statistical data are no |onger of
interest for this user group or for this kind of use - especially for the mass
medi a - when they are published two or three nonths later by officia
statistical bodies. At that tine, they are already history. Frequently, the

di scussion is based on up-to-date short-term forecasts published by private
research institutes. So, the question arises whether official statistics, too,
shoul d serve that special purpose of statistical information nore than it did
in the past. This directly leads to the question of how the world of officia
statistics sees itself. What is the systemof official statistics, what does
it want to be?

I V. Timeliness at all cost?
26. It is interesting to see that it is mainly the world of officia

statistics that faces the issue of reliability and tineliness, although this
subject is just as relevant for the private institutes. As a matter of fact,
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official statistical data are permanently compared with the tinmeliness of data
produced by private institutes, whereas the results of private data producers
are not conmpared with the reliability standard of official statistics. Wat
are the reasons for that? It may be because users attach nore inmportance to
timeliness than to reliability - but it may al so be because users denmand
precisely what they perceive to be mssing. It is well-known how long it takes
to publish the statistical data in question, but it is very difficult for the
user to judge how reliable these data are. In conpeting with private suppliers
of data, it will not be sufficient to increase the users' awareness of quality
aspects. At l|least for specific types of use, official statistical data have to
be made avail able earlier than this was the case in the past.

27. For the official statistical comunity, reliability traditionally has
been of substantial inportance. Fromtheir point of view, many products

of fered on the private-sector nmarket are "quick and dirty". | think, this
point of viewis the main reason why official statistical offices have found
it so hard to produce rapid results.

28. The question is whether this viewis still appropriate in an ever faster-
moving information society. Quality is just not the same as reliability.
Quality includes other elenents, and tineliness is a very inportant one. The
reliability of statistical data nust not be an end in itself. It has to be
governed by the purpose the statistical data are to be used for

29. There is no doubt that official statistical bodies have the statistica
data required for producing provisional or rapid results in the very short
term Due to the scope of their statistics, official statisticians should
actually be in a position to produce such rapid results nmuch nmore easily and,
in terms of accuracy, better than private institutes. In part, private
institutes do not even use hard data, but apply qualitative information and
expectations of the econonic transactors for the production of their
statistical results. The preconditions for producing rapid results are
certainly better at official statistical bodies. So, why don't they provide
such i nformati on?

30. Oficial statisticians sometinmes refuse the idea of providing "rapid
results" because the potential margins of error might be too w de, which may

| ead economic transactors to take inappropriate decisions. | think this
argument overl ooks that anyone acting on the market is responsible for what he
does. Those acting on the financial markets are not econoni c |aynen but

prof essi onal s who nust be aware of the uncertainties that rapid results my be
subj ect to. They cannot reduce their own risk by inmputing a degree of accuracy
to rapid official results which those sinply cannot have. Users who are
famliar with official statistical data and who know of the limted accuracy
of rapid results will not base their econon c decisions on such data.
Neverthel ess, rapid results supply inportant information to economc
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transactors; this is why such data, too, should have the maxinmumreliability
possible. Users will always wish to apply those rapid results which, in their
experience, are nost reliable. Oficial statistical bodies should enter this
conpetition with confidence. However, it nust be enphasi sed here again that
rapid results should be produced only for those fields of application where
the tendency or the trend is what counts.

31. Another argunment which does however not seemvery convincing to ne is
that the positive imge of an official statistical system producing reliable
data might be damaged by the publication of rapid results. It is the task of
the statistical offices' information policy to avoid that potential |oss of
image. In my opinion, the official statistical systemw Il run a nuch higher
risk of losing its image if it does not enter the market of rapid information.
The public m ght soon confer an inmage of being "highly accurate but obsol ete,
t hat means usel ess" upon official statistics. Even if this applies only to
part of the use of statistical data, one has to keep in mind that the nedia
play a key role in this respect. The nmedia form opi ni ons, and the negative

i mmge of official statistics caused by not releasing rapid information may
easily infect the entire systemof official statistics.

32. However, statistical offices should be careful not to try to outdo each
other, followi ng a m sunderstood concept of conpetition. Benchmarking is quite
fashi onable now, and it is certainly a good idea to draw conpari sons between
one's own statistical system and other systens or to be subject to such
conmparisons. But one should not disregard the specificities of the individua
countries. Oherwise we would run the risk of conparing things that are not
conparable. So, tineliness at all costs is not desirable at all

33. In the following section, | would Iike to exam ne the question of how
timeliness can be inproved in producing statistical data and how the trade-off
between tinmeliness and reliability should be assessed.

V. Better tineliness by inproved production processes?

34. |If we consider the conpilation of statistical data as a production
process, the production may be nodified so that either reliability or
timeliness or both are increased. The two variables tineliness and
reliability, however, are not independent of each other in this production
process. Thus, the production function may be represented as a functiona
dependence between the two variables: r = f(t) (figure 1). Suitable neasures
woul d permt to make official statistics nore up-to-date without losing in
reliability. Such measures are nodifications of the production processes in
the formof an extension of the productive factors, new technol ogi es or other
organi sational structures in the processes.

35. In figure 1, this is represented by the dashed function f*(t) that is
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shifted to the left. When conmpared with situation D, in situation A the degree
of reliability remai ns unchanged (r = constant), while tineliness has
i ncreased, that is, it has inproved (t* <1t).

Figurel
reliability
f*(t
0
r*
fc
f(t)
r
Ne
-
t* tc t time
36. It is also possible that the new technology will increase reliability,

with tinmeliness remai ni ng unchanged (situation B: t = constant, r* > r), or
that a new situation between the two can be achi eved where both reliability
and tinmeliness have been inproved (situation C. rc > r; tc < t). The question
arising here is whether it is realistic to assune that, by nodifying the
producti on processes, tinmeliness can sufficiently be increased to al ways neet
users' requirements. | think this is possible only to a limted degree, and
the deadlines for the conpilation of statistical results play a ngjor part in
this context.

V.1 The production process
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37. The production process is determ ned by the productive factors (| abour
and capital), the production technol ogy and ot her framework conditions (for
exanple, the legal framework, tradition). These paranmeters cannot be changed
substantially. Also, they are not easily conparable at an international |evel.
This means that international conparisons between statistical systens - for
exanpl e those published in the Econom st - are highly problemtic.

38. In many countries the budgetary situation of governnent agencies hardly
permts any extension of the productive factors. Technol ogi cal inprovenents
are often neutralised by the expansion of statistical programes. Short-term
nodi fication of the framework conditions is not possible either. This neans
that in nost countries production processes cannot be changed very easily in
practice.

39. We would however assume that such changes are possible at least in
theory. The production of structural data - that is, processes taking quite a
long tinme -, allows to reduce the production tinme by taking technical and
organi sati onal measures, that is by nmodifying the production processes.

40. This is nmuch nore difficult for the production of short-term econonic
data. As such short-term econonic data have to be produced with nuch cl oser
deadlines, the time conponent is an integral part of the production process,
and consequently has to be given much nmore weight here than is the case with
the production of structural data. Generally, for the production of short-term
econom ¢ data, not much scope is therefore left for the time factor

41. In view of this situation, the considerations should not only focus on
nodi fi cations of the production processes. They should rather include changes
intineliness and reliability with a given input of technol ogy and productive
factors. Wth the production function remaining constant, this corresponds to
movi ng on the curve, for instance fromDto Ein figure 1 (rE<r, t* =tE <
t). Thus there is a substitution between tineliness and reliability, which
illustrates the trade-off relation between the two vari abl es.

V.2 The trade-off

42. Figure 2 shows a situation (A ® B) where a considerable gain in
timeliness (Dt) can be obtained only by losses in reliability (Dr), while a
nodi fication of the production function (f*(t)) will hardly inprove tineliness
(Dt*). Considering the production process described in section 5.1, this
situation seens typical to me for the production of short-term econom c
statistics. As we can see, achieving gains in tineliness through nodifications
in the production process is hardly possible in those areas where timeliness
is especially inportant, that is for short-term econom c indicators such as
production, orders received, turnover, exports, enploynment, income, prices. If
we want to inprove tineliness for short-term econonic statistics, we have to
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take into account the existing trade-off between tinmeliness and reliability.

Figure 2
reliability
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43. This means that a gain in tinmeliness will hardly be possible wthout

losses in reliability. Therefore, we should bear this aspect in mnd when
di scussing about tineliness and reliability of statistical data.

44. Those users of short-term econonm c data for whomdata reliability has top
priority will not benefit fromsuch a gain in tineliness. But, as has been
shown in section 3.2, that kind of data use is quite rare. What is nore
frequent in short-termuse of statistical data is that the enphasis is on the
trend. In such cases, official statistics should consider the trade-off
relation nore seriously than it has been doing up to now and it should offer
rapid results, accepting a loss in reliability.
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Vi . Concl usi ons

45. Having thus anal ysed the connection between tineliness of statistica

i nformati on on the one hand and their reliability, including internationa

conparability, on the other, | draw the follow ng concl usions:
The topic is relevant first of all for short-term economnmic statistics,
rather than for structural information
International conparisons are nmainly based on structural infornation,
where the enphasis is on data conparability rather than on tineliness. For
those purposes, tineliness nust not be inproved at the expense of
reliability or conparability.
There are hardly any inportant political or econom c decisions to be made
in the short-term which cannot be made because of a lack of reliable
short-term econonic data. The reason for existing uncertainties is mainly
i nadequate econom ¢ theories rather than an i nadequate data base. Although
calling for nore tinely data is fashi onabl e nowadays, it sonetines diverts
the public attention from other problens.
In the process of producing statistical short-term econonic indicators,
there is hardly any scope left for achieving considerable gains in
tineliness. Also, the conditions of production are not always conparabl e
at an international |evel. Al though benchmarking is inportant, it nust not
|l ead to easily abandoning the goal of reliability as a result of a
m sunder st ood concept of conpetition
btaining gains in tinmeliness at the expense of reliability is acceptable
only if the relevant questions can sufficiently be answered by trend or
tendency information. There are many questions of that type and this
mar ket nust not be left to private-sector information providers but has to
be served by official statistics nore intensively than in the past. Thanks
to its knowhow and its existing data base, the system of official
statistics is in a very advantageous position. Oficial statistics should
make nore use of those advantages to strengthen its own inmage.



