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Abstract. Adoption of development agendas at different levels – national, regional, continental, and global level – has led to an
unprecedented increase in demand for official statistics. This increase has not only brought to the fore a litany of challenges facing
National Statistical Systems (NSSs) in Africa but also it has created opportunities for strengthening statistical production and
development. This paper underscores the need for countries to take full advantage of these opportunities and increase investments
in statistics, undertake data innovation, and expand and diversify data ecosystems, leveraging on the foundations of the data
revolution for sustainable development and in line with current international statistical frameworks. The paper posits that these
improvements will not happen coincidentally nor through ad hoc, piecemeal and uncoordinated approaches. Rather they will
happen through more systematic, coordinated and multi-sectoral approaches to statistical development. The National Strategy for
the Development of Statistics (NSDS) is presented as a comprehensive and robust framework for building statistical capacity and
turning around NSSs in African countries. The paper unpacks the NSDS; elaborates the NSDS processes including; mainstreaming
sectors into the NSDS, the stages of the NSDS lifecycle and the role of leadership in the NSDS proces; highlights NSDS extension;
presents the design and implementation challenges, and the key lessons learned from the NSDS processes in Africa in the last
15 years or so.
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1. Introduction

In developing countries, the dawn of the new mil-
lennium was marked by, inter alia, a paradigm shift
in national planning focus away from the production
of outputs to the achievement of results/impact of de-
velopment processes. Since then, managing for results
or results agenda has become a global concern for
both national governments and development agencies
to reduce poverty (headline Millennium Development
Goal – MDG and now headline Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal), support sustainable and equitable economic
growth, better define and systematically measure devel-
opment outcomes, and report on achievements of out-
comes and impact of development policies and plans.

1.1. Linkage of statistics and NSDSs to development
agenda

Results based development agendas that are data-
intensive include national development plans (NDPs),
regional integration and development strategies, Africa
Agenda 2063 on “The Africa We Want” and the Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs). Statistical infor-
mation is recognized internationally as an integral part
of the results agenda. Statistics illuminate issues that
need policy intervention, inform the process of gov-
ernance (e.g. supporting policy development, resource
allocation, and accountability), support monitoring and
reporting on development progress and facilitate bet-
ter decision-making, and hence more effective use of

1874-7655 c© 2020 – The authors. Published by IOS Press. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial License (CC BY-NC 4.0).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/


S16 B. Kiregyera / Securing the future of statistics in Africa through NSDS

valuable resources for development and poverty reduc-
tion [1,2,4,9,15]. This is particularly important in Africa
where government resources are limited. It is, therefore,
important to underscore the point that is usually not well
understood or properly stated, that not only are statis-
tics needed to monitor progress towards achievement
of development goals but also in attaining development
progress. In other words, statistics play a dual role of
informing and influencing development. Indeed avail-
ability of quality statistics – relevant, accurate, timely,
sufficiently disaggregated, accessible and easy to use
has been recognized as one of the success factors of
development agendas.

While the importance of statistics to national devel-
opment is well recognized across Africa [4,6,8,11], this
recognition has not always translated into adequate na-
tional investment in statistical development. This has
been attributed to failure to mainstream statistics into
national and development partners’ development poli-
cies, plans, programmes and budgets. While by and
large statistics is identified and used as a tool for mon-
itoring and evaluation, it is not recognized as weak
and in need of development in terms of systems, in-
frastructure and capacity. Mainstreaming statistics is
about identifying statistics as a cross-cutting develop-
ment issue/sector and targeting it for development as is
done for other cross-cutting development issues/sectors
such as gender, environment, water, justice, etc. Such
mainstreaming was underscored by African Heads of
State and Government at their Twenty-Third Ordinary
Session of Assembly of the African Union held in June
2014. The Assembly, “ Requested African Union Com-
mission, the UN Economic Commission for Africa, the
African Development Bank and the United Nations De-
velopment Programme to facilitate regular expert dia-
logue between development planners and statisticians,
with the purpose of embedding statistics in planning
and management for results, so that Africa’s transfor-
mative Agenda is achieved” [3]. However, few African
countries have mainstreamed statistics into their NDPs.
The following table presents examples of countries that
have done so.

PARIS21 recommends that NDPs and NSDSs should
be treated as complementary tools and they should ac-
cordingly cover the same period [9]. Cote d’Ivoire has
successfully synchronized the NSDS with the NDP by
integrating the NSDS in the country’s NDP. It is re-
ported “The development of the national statistical sys-
tem, which is regarded as a priority in the same way as
that of other sectors, is dealt with systematically in each
of the four volumes that make up the NDP (2012–2015):

at the level of the diagnosis, the Vision and the detailed
matrix of priority actions. In total, 71.5% of the global
financing of the 2012–2015 NSDS was covered in the
NDP” [9]. Another country where synchronization be-
tween NSDS and NDP has been achieved is Uganda.
When Ugand’s PNSD II (2013/14–/2017/18) ended,
the government extended it for two years so that the
follow-up plan, PNSD III (2020/21–2024/25), could be
synchronized with NDP III (2020/21–2024/25). Indeed,
the two plans – PNSD III and NDP III – were designed
as complementary processes [12,13].

1.2. Challenges of meeting data demand

The development agendas have led to an unprece-
dented increase in demand for data not just in terms of
quantity but also in terms of scope, quality, and disag-
gregation. This has put immense pressure on National
Statistical Systems (NSSs) that, by and large, were al-
ready fragile, under-resourced, and under-performing.
Some countries operating under severe financial and hu-
man resource constraints have not been able to produce
even basic data without donor funding. These countries
have been trapped in a“vicious cycl” of low data de-
mand that leads to inadequate resources for data pro-
duction and development, which in turn leads to poor
statistical outputs. This state is characterized by low
statistical literacy across society; ineffective governance
of the NSS; a disconnect between data producers and
users which did not augur well for evidence-based pol-
icy design and decision-making; low status, power and
capacity of the National Statistics Office (NSO); inade-
quate statistical coordination; low investment in infras-
tructure, processes, and people, leading to overall low
statistical capacity and performanc; failure to fully har-
ness the potential of new tools and Information Tech-
nology (IT) for statistical development; and ultimately,
inadequate data uptake and impact.

To unleash the power of data to change peoples’ lives,
these countries need to turn into “virtuous cycle” coun-
tries where: more and better quality statistics are pro-
duced and used to inform development processes; there
is increased investment in statistics (budgets, skilled
and motivated staff, financial and technical assistance);
and there is improved performance of NSSs (improved
user engagement, data quantity, quality, dissemination,
and user satisfaction). Needless to say, the COVID-19
pandemic has shined a spotlight on data to measure the
extent of spread and inform policy responses across all
countries.

The aforementioned increase in data demand has also
brought to the fore weaknesses and gaps in the NSSs. It



B. Kiregyera / Securing the future of statistics in Africa through NSDS S17

Table 1
Examples of countries that have mainstreamed statistics into their NDPs

Country Narrative
1. Kenya – Statistics is mainstreamed into the Second Medium Term Plan (2003–2017) [5]

– Statistical development is provided for in the Chapter on The Macroeconomic Framework under the section on statistical
reforms

– The section provides for establishing Statistics Offices in each of 47 counties (decentralized administrative units), building
statistical capacity and undertaking censuses and surveys

2. Namibia – Statistics is mainstreamed into the Fifth National Development Plan (2017/18–2021/22) [7]
– Statistical development is a section in the Chapter on Good Governance
– The section provides information on where we are (including data challenges), where we are going (including desired

outcome indicators and targets for the National Statistical System) and how to get there (including statistical development
strategies)

– Statistics outcome indicators and targets
3. Uganda – Statistics was mainstreamed into the First National Development Plan (NDP I) (2010/11–2014/15)

– Statistics is also mainstreamed into the Third National Development Plan (NDP III) (2020/21–2024/25) as a Chapter on
National Statistics System [13]

– Aspects of national statistics are also incorporated in various programmes of NDP III including Public Sector Transformation,
Plan Implementation and Monitoring and Evaluation

– NDP III provides for implementation of the Third Plan for National Statistical Development (PNSD III); strengthening of
the National Statistical System including capacity building especially in government ministries, departments and agencies
(MDAs); data innovation, modernization and transformation of National Statistical System; ensuring availability and
accessibility of quality statistics

4. Zambia – Statistics is mainstreamed into the Seventh National Development Plan (7NDP) (2017–2021) [16]
– Statistical development is provided for as a Strategy on Enhancing National Data and Information Systems in the Section on

Development Outcomes: Improved Policy Environment. It is also provided for under the Section on Structural Reforms
– The 7NDP provides for enhancing national data and information systems including repealing the 1964 Statistics Act,

strengthening the NSS, improving scope and quality of national statistics designing a NSDS and designing sectoral statistical
strategies

has also improved the visibility of statistical work and,
thankfully, new opportunities for statistical production.

This paper underscores the need for countries to take
full advantage of these opportunities and increase in-
vestments in statistical production and development,
undertake data innovation, expand and diversify data
ecosystems and leverage the foundations of the data
revolution for sustainable development. The data rev-
olution is about the data deluge in terms of volume,
speed, and variety; growing demand for data from dif-
ferent parts of society; integration of traditional and
non-traditional (new) data sources; increased data use
through data openness and transparency; and empower-
ment of people to access and use data [14]. Countries
need to embrace the data revolution to ably meet the
said increasing data demand [8]. The paper makes a
business case for a paradigm shift away from ad hoc,
piecemeal and uncoordinated approaches to more sys-
tematic, coordinated, and multi-sectoral approaches to
statistical development in the African countries. The
shift emphasizes building long-term statistical capac-
ity to meet current and future data needs rather than
meet immediate short-term data needs. This and more
should be enabled by designing and implementing sta-
tistical plans. A second generation statistical plan, the
National Strategy for the Development Plan (NSDS),

its processes, and possible impact are elaborated. The
overarching goal of NSDS is to spearhead and accel-
erate statistical capacity building to produce, manage,
disseminate, and promote more uptake and use of better
statistics across society.

2. National Strategy for the Development of
Statistics

2.1. Unpacking the NSDS

Up till 2004, statistical plans across Africa focused
on the NSO and their design did not pay enough atten-
tion to the process. In strategic planning, the process
is as important as the plan. These were first generation
statistical plans which while they helped improve statis-
tics produced by NSOs, by and large, they did not bring
about overall improvements in the NSSs, viz. they did
not turn the NSSs around. Realizing that most of the
data required for monitoring national and international
development do not come from the NSO but rather from
other data producers in the NSS, a second generation
statistical plan, the NSDS that covers the entire NSS
was mooted in 2004. Countries in developing world
have been urged to design and implement the NSDS as
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a framework for taking National Statistical Systems to
a new level [4,6,8,15]. The NSDS framework is now
promoted across the world by PARIS21 and partners.
PARIS21 is a global partnership of national and inter-
national statisticians, development practitioners, poli-
cymakers, analysts, and other users of statistics who are
committed to making a difference in the contribution of
statistics to development processes.

The NSDS is a robust, comprehensive, and coherent
framework intended to strengthen statistical capacity
across the entire NSS and respond to key user needs [1,
9]. In particular, the NSDS is a framework for:

– promoting statistical advocacy to create greater
awareness about the role of statistics, and enhanc-
ing demand for and use of statistics especially for
results agendas;

– forging and/or strengthening partnership for statis-
tical development among producers and users of
statistics as well as for donor harmonization;

– formulating a vision of where NSS should be
in the medium to long term; a “road map” and
“milestones” for getting there; and a base from
which progress can be measured and establishes a
mechanism for informed change when neede;

– continual assessment of ever-changing user needs
for statistics and for building needed capacity to
meet these needs in a more coordinated, syner-
gic, and efficient manner. It also supports planning
for current production and use of better statistics,
and acceleration of sustainable statistical capacity
building for the futur;

– good communication, feedback and learning all of
which are essential for organizational growth and
performance enhancement;

– mobilizing, harnessing and leveraging resources
(both national and international);

– galvanizing individual energies into the total effort,
creation of quality awareness and enhancement
of national statistics, foresight and organizational
learning;

– introduction of modern and proven strategic plan-
ning and management principles and good prac-
tices in the handling of official statistics; and

– strengthening of statistical coordination across the
NSS;

– heralding the data revolution into the countries.

2.2. NSDS process

2.2.1. Importance of the process
In designing the NSDS, a lot of attention should be

paid to the process and, indeed, the process has be-

come a defining feature of the NSDS visà-vis previous
statistical plans. The highlights of the process include:

– designing the NSDS not in isolation but rather as
part of the nation’s overall development processes
and priorities – the NSDS should be anchored
into national development agenda and processes
and indeed PARIS21 recommends that designing
NSDS and a NDP should be complementary pro-
cesses [9];

– statistical advocacy to create awareness at different
levels about the NSDS and statistics in general;

– broadening and deepening statistical reforms in-
cluding reviewing the national Statistics Act;

– wide stakeholder participation and inclusion, en-
riching dialogue and building consensus and cre-
ating ownership among stakeholders;

– taking a cue from the process of designing national
Poverty Reduction Strategies. To underscore par-
ticipation and ownership as essential for successful
strategic management and the key to the success
of any development strategy as “People support
what they help to creat”;

– introspection – sitting back and asking ourselves
the following questions, among others: How are
we doing? Can we do better in terms of processes,
business models, methodologies? How can statis-
tics have greater impact; and

– designing country-specific, country-owned, stake-
holder-driven, and sector-inclusive national statis-
tical strategies.

The NSDS process is well documented in various
guidelines including guidelines by PARIS21 [9] and
African Development Bank et al. [1]. Developing coun-
tries are urged to follow these guidelines closely, taking
into account country specificities and avoiding the “one
size fits al” syndrome.

2.2.2. Mainstreaming sectors into the NSDS
It is well recognized that administrative data which

are compiled by MDAs play a crucial role in monitor-
ing and reporting on development progress at all levels.
It has been estimated in some African countries that
administrative data constitute upwards of 70% of the
total amount of data required to monitor national de-
velopment. Administrative data are compiled primarily
for use for planning and decision-making in institutions
that compile them. Administrative data are generally
cheaper and easier to compile vis-a’-vis census and
survey data. That notwithstanding, administrative data
across African countries have tended to be incomplete,
inconsistent, out-of-date, and insufficiently reliable to
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Fig. 1. Sectoral approach to design of NSDS.

be used with confidence. The NSDS holds the prospect
of providing an antidote for inadequate administrative
data especially when the sectoral or bottom-up approach
is used to design the NSDS. Using this approach, a
manageable number of sectors – ‘sector’ are govern-
ment entities (Ministries, Departments, and Agencies
– MDAs) – are integrated into the NSDS process. Five
to ten sectors are recommended for a country designing
the NSDS for the first time. This number includes the
NSO as a special sector. The process is scalable and
more sectors are added in a phased manner experience
with the process builds up and more resources become
available. For instance, the first NSDSs included 7 sec-
tors in Botswana, 7 in Malawi, 13 in Namibia, 10 in
Sudan, 9 in Uganda, 9 in Ghana, 11 in Zambia, 10 in
Zimbabwe, etc.

Three things are done in each selected sector:
1. Statistical advocacy is undertaken at the highest

level to secure buy-in and political support for the
NSDS and statistics in general from the leadership
in the secto;

2. Assessment of the state of the sector statistical
system. This is a self-assessment undertaken by
the sectors themselves to ensure ownership of
both the process and the product;

3. Based on the assessment in 2) above, a Sector-
specific Statistical Plan (SSP) is designed that
speaks to identified issues and challenges in 2)
above.

The SSPs are then used as building blocks for the
sector-inclusive NSDS, which takes onboard cross-
cutting issues, concerns, and strategies from sectors.
The NSDS also takes on board emerging issues and
trends in statistical organization and management. In

particular, the NSDS provides a framework and path-
ways towards transforming and modernizing NSSs so
that they can produce better statistics to support devel-
opment processes [1,9]. The above figure depicts the
above approach [6].

2.2.3. Support to the NSDS process

Role of NSO
The NSO is the prime mover of the NSDS process

right from the design, to implementation, and mon-
itoring and evaluation stage. It prepares the process
roadmap, establishes structures, mobilizes stakeholders,
empowers the sectors through training, and provides
them with requisite assessment formats for undertaking
the assessment and designing the SSPs. As noted ear-
lier, international NSDS design guidelines are available
to guide the process. Besides, most African countries
have sought technical assistance and funding to support
for their NSDS processes [1,9].

Technical assistance for the NSDS
The role of technical assistance should be very clear,

namely that consultants are used to train and support
national staff to design the NSDS – consultants them-
selves should not design the NSDS for the country. In
addition, consultants should play the role of critiquing
the status quo, maintaining a climate of openness and
participation, keeping the process-oriented and discus-
sions focused, and bringing new insights, perspectives,
and best practices into the process. It helps a lot if the
process is supported by two consultants – a national
consultant and an international consultant. Use of a na-
tional consultant has the advantage of proximity and
continuity as usually, the international consultant un-
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dertakes periodic missions to the country to initiate
activities, review work done to ensure completeness,
and ensure quality against agreed methodologies and
frameworks.

2.2.4. Stages in the NSDS lifecycle
PARIS21 has identified 8 steps in the NSDS lifecycle

which countries should systematically follow in design-
ing and implementing their NSDSs. These steps fall
into three stages as can be seen below [9].

Stage 1: Preliminary
1. Stakeholder engagement: advocate for NSDS and

produce policy documents for the NSDS process.
2. Preparation: design a roadmap for the NSDS pro-

cess, establish NSDS design structures, designate
NSDS coordinator, officially launch the NSDS
process, and undertake training on NSDS.

3. Assessing the NSS: design assessment tools, train
sector focal persons on the use of the tools, pre-
pare assessment reports for sectors, consolidate
the sector assessment reports, and validate the
reports.

Stage 2: Design
1. Strategic framework: formulate strategic founda-

tions (vision, mission, and core values), chart the
strategic direction (goals, strategic objectives, ini-
tiatives) that speak to the data challenges identi-
fied through the aforementioned assessment, and
validate the strategic framework. This should be
done for each sector and the overall NSDS.

2. Action Plans: prepare action plans, cost the plans,
identify risks, and mitigation measures. This
should be done for each sector and the overall
NSDS.

3. Putting it together: assemble SSPs and the NSDS,
conduct stakeholder validation of the SSPs within
the respective sectors and the NSDS at the na-
tional level and undertake a high profile official
launch of the NSDS.

Stage 3: Implementation, and monitoring and
evaluation

1. Implementation and monitoring: create stake-
holder awareness about the SSPs and the NSDS
within sectors to enhance institutional and orga-
nizational aspects of the NSS; mobilize drivers
of strategic success, viz., people, processes and
technology improvement; mobilize resources for
the implementation of SSPs and the NSDS; im-
plement action plan; monitor and report progress;
and make adjustments as necessary.

2. Evaluation: conduct independent mid-term and
final evaluation, have evaluation reports approved,
and disseminate the finalized evaluation report.

The design of a sector-inclusive NSDS requires rea-
sonable time to accomplish. PARIS21 estimates that
the process should take up to 18 months for countries
designing their NSDS for the first time. The time can
be substantially less for countries designing a second
or third NSDS. According to PARIS21 [9], all African
countries except Somalia have designed their NSDS.
This is both misleading and inaccurate. Most coun-
tries have designed first generation statistical plans fo-
cusing on the NSO and uptake on NSDS as defined
above has been very low indeed because of the chal-
lenges presented below. For instance, the Workshop on
NSDS for SADC countries which was organized by the
African Development Bank in November 2015 showed
that of the 15 SADC Member States attending the work-
shop, only four (4) have designed and are implementing
sector-inclusive NSDS (African Development Bank,
unpublished report). Countries that have designed and
implemented sector-inclusive NSDSs in Africa are few
and far in between and these include, among others,
Botswana, Malawi, Zimbabwe, Uganda, Ghana, Gam-
bia and Senegal. Other countries where this approach is
being used to design the NSDS include Egypt, Namibia,
Zambia, Mauritius, Zanzibar, etc. Some countries are
taking short cuts to this process by skipping the de-
sign of SSPs to deal with sector-specific data challenges
and proceeding to design NSDSs that are not sector-
inclusive. Unfortunately this will not contribute to the
improvement of sectoral statistical systems and admin-
istrative data in the sectors.

2.2.5. Role of leadership
Leadership is a great resource that has been identified

as one of the success factors for the NSDS process. The
process requires effective and strategic leadership at
three levels: high political/policy level, organizational
level, and operational level working in sync.

2.2.5.1. High political/policy level
This level of leadership includes officials who make

policies and those who dispense resources for statistics
at the national and sector level. They should endorse the
NSDS process; provide strategic leadership and high-
level stewardship of the NSDS process; and put in place
appropriate policies and/or approve arrangements for
the process. It is, therefore, important that leaders at this
level are identified and strong political will to support
statistics is cultivated among them.
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2.2.5.2. Organisation level
At this level, the Head of NSO is expected to play a

key role in the NSDS process including advocating for
political commitment at the policy level and keeping
leadership at this level informed; keeping the Statistics
Board/Council briefed about the NSDS processes in
case of semi-autonomous NSOs; seeking technical as-
sistance for the NSDS process from development part-
ners; constituting NSDS structures, including an Inter-
agency Statistics Committee which he/she chairs and
an NSDS design team headed by an NSDS coordinator;
and causing Heads of sectors to constitute Sector Statis-
tics Committees to take the NSDS process forward in
the sectors; and generally driving the NSDS process at
a high level.

2.2.5.3. Operational level
At operational level, leadership of the process is pro-

vided by NSDS design team and Sector Statistics Com-
mittees.

NSDS design team
At this level, an NSDS design team spearheads the

design of the NSDS following international standards
and guidelines as well as best practice; mobilizes and
sensitizes sectors to participate in the NSDS processes;
organizes and supports meetings of the Inter-agency
Statistics Committe; organizes training for sectors on
NSDS processe; organizes periodic meetings for sec-
tors to share experiences and lessons from the process;
supports sectors in undertaking statistical advocacy es-
pecially at a high level and in undertaking assessment
of the state of statistics in sectors; supports sectors to
design SSPs; works with the consultant(s) to design the
NSDS using SSPs as building blocks, and organizes
stakeholder meetings to validate the NSDS.

Sector statistics committees
These committees are expected to advocate for statis-

tics in the sector including at high level; identify major
data needs related to the sector; identifying and pro-
filing key stakeholders that use sector statistics; iden-
tifying major offices in the sector currently collecting
or compiling statistic; preparing a formal inventory of
the different data and infrastructure for data collection,
management, and dissemination in the sector; identify-
ing data collected, methodologies and procedures used,
coverage, availability, levels of aggregation, quality,
frequency of updating and utility; identifying data gaps
and priorities for addressing them in line with the sec-
toral policies, national and international development
goals; designing Sector Statistics Plans and having them
validated and endorsed.

2.2.6. Extending the NSDS concept
As more and more countries design and implement

the NSDS, there is now increasing demand for extend-
ing the NSDS concept to sub-national jurisdictions and
regional economic communities. PARIS21 has guided
the said extensions [13].

2.2.6.1. NSDS extension to sub-national jurisdictions
In several African countries, governments are im-

plementing a decentralization policy whereby admin-
istration and planning functions have been devolved
from the centre to sub-national jurisdictions (lower ad-
ministrative levels) to improve governance and service
delivery. The sub-national jurisdictions include States
in Nigeria and Sudan, counties in Kenya and districts
in Malawi, Rwanda, and Uganda, etc. These units are
playing a critical role in interventions for poverty reduc-
tion, the achievement of SDGs, national development
generally, monitoring and evaluation especially of ser-
vice delivery. Unfortunately apart from population and
housing censuses, current statistical systems generally
do not provide highly disaggregated data needed for
planning and decision-making at the sub-national level.

To meet the increasing demand for highly disaggre-
gated data, the NSDS concept has been extended to
sub-national jurisdictions – the design of sub-NSDS.
In a few countries, this has been done. The design of
sub-NSDS is quite advanced in Uganda. For instance,
the NSDS I (2005/6–2011/12) in Uganda covered 13
MDAs, 1 Civil Society Organization and 12 districts
while NSDS II (2013/14–2017/18) covered 27 MDAs,
1 Civil Society Organization and 152 districts and mu-
nicipalities (although not all sub-NSDSs were imple-
mented). The general NSDS design guidelines were
used for this purpose. It is interesting to note that some
of the districts in Uganda have been able to earmark
funding for sub-NSDSs in their overall district budgets.
Countries should consider including sub-national juris-
dictions in their NSDS design processes and PARIS21
has produced guidelines for doing this.

2.2.6.2. Regional statistical development strategies
There are eight regional economic communities

(RECs) that are recognized by the African Union which
constitute building blocks for African integration. These
RECs are economic blocks that aim to achieve regional
integration and development. They have established
regional statistical systems with the remit to produce
quality and comparable statistics based on methodolo-
gies harmonized among member states of each REC.
The concept of the NSDS has been extended to the pro-
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duction of the Regional Strategy for the Development
of Statistics (RSDS) as a framework for strengthening
regional statistical systems.

The RSDS for any REC aims to:
– build a strong and stakeholder-driven regional sta-

tistical system.
– mainstream statistics into the regional integration

agenda (treaties, protocols and development strate-
gies),

– raise the profile and strengthen the statistical func-
tion at the headquarters of the REC,

– build statistical capacity for production of harmo-
nized and comparable regional statistics,

– make RSDS and NSDS complementary processes,
and

– rationalize monitoring, reporting, and evaluation
of statistical development in the RECs.

The process of designing the RSDS should also be
participatory with key stakeholders in each partner state
consulted. The RSDS should be anchored into the re-
gional integration agenda and processes, and should, as
much as possible, build on the NSDSs of partner states.
Such RSDSs have been successfully designed and im-
plemented in some RECs including the East African
Community, Common Market for Eastern and Southern
Africa, the Southern African Development Community,
etc.

2.3. NSDS challenges and some lessons learned

The following are some of the challenges countries
have faced in designing and implementing the NSDS
and some lessons learned.

2.3.1. NSDS challenges
The main challenges to NSDS processes which have

led to stumbling in many African countries leading to
failure to make the NSDS a game-changer include the
following, among others:

1. Understanding the importance of the NSDS: In
some African countries, the NSDS has not been
appreciated as a game-changer. It has been looked
at as yet another statistical activity. This is re-
flected in laxity in the design of the NSDS – ap-
pointment of middle-level staff of NSO to coor-
dinate the NSDS process, under-resourcing the
NSDS process, lack of periodic briefs for polit-
ical/policy leadership, failure for NSDS design
structures to discharge their responsibilities e.g.
hold meetings periodically, over-run of timelines
in the NSDS roadmap, etc.

2. Leadership: There are countries where leadership
has not been mobilized at all relevant levels and
the NSDS process has been put in the hands of
middle-level officials at the NSOs. As a result,
the NSDS in these countries has not been priori-
tized, NSDS processes have been inadequately re-
sourced, there have been serious time overruns in
the roadmap, stakeholders have been inadequately
engaged, and as a result, the NSDS has not been
as effective as expected.

3. Preliminary activities: Preliminary activities are
important as all follow-up activities depend on
them. Unfortunately, a lot of the time not enough
effort is dedicated to preliminary activities. This
has led to an inadequate understanding of the
NSDS and its processes among the NSO leader-
ship and staff as well as other key stakeholders
such as policy makers and even among some con-
sultants hired to provide technical assistance to
the process. This creates problems for the NSDS
process including producing unrealistic roadmaps
and budgets for the process as well as failing to
turn the NSDS into an effective framework for
turning around the NSS.

4. Misalignment to development processes: Some
countries have designed their NSDS in isola-
tion from the nation’s overall development pro-
cesses and priorities. Such NSDSs were not main-
streamed into NDPs and budgets for necessary
funding. In some cases, NSDSs were prepared
by NSOs without widespread consultations. This
made it difficult to secure political support, com-
mitment to, and needed funding for the imple-
mentation of the NSDS.

5. NSDS process: As mentioned earlier, the NSDS
process is as important as the NSDS itself. The
process works well when key stakeholders are
not just consulted but engaged and own both the
NSDS process and product, and are committed
to its implementation. Unfortunately, the process
is often not well understood and executed. There
is a tendency to try and design the NSDS in the
shortest time possible (a couple of months or so)
which is not consistent with the requirement to
engage as many stakeholders as possible. Also,
the NSDS activities in sectors tend to take a lot
more time than usually planned for. This is be-
cause the NSDS design team has limited control
over the staff in sectors that also do not prioritize
the NSDS activities.
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6. Statistical advocacy: Experience has shown that
statistical advocacy is rarely well done at a high
level in sectors. This is usually due to entrenched
bureaucracy in government and lack of voice and
status by statistical personnel in the sectors. Thus,
the NSO leadership is urged to assist sectors with
advocating for statistics through one-on-one dis-
cussions with the sector leadership or presenta-
tions to the top management of the sector. In one
country, the NSO leadership used sector top man-
agement meetings meant for validating the SSP
to advocate for the NSDS and statistics generally.

7. Capacity building: Capacity building is an im-
plicit objective of the NSDS process. During the
process, statistical personnel are introduced to
statistical planning modalities, new knowledge,
concepts, frameworks, experiences, and trends in
statistical organization and management. This is
formally done in workshops on NSDS and its pro-
cesses. It is also done in one-on-one discussions
and mentoring of national staff by consultants.

8. Peer learning and benchmarking: Countries in
Africa are at different stages of institutionaliz-
ing the NSDS into the national statistical main-
stream. There are front runners and also laggers.
Countries are, therefore, urged to share experi-
ences and learn from each other (peer learning
and benchmarking) especially from front runners
in the same region where conditions are similar.
This has helped countries especially those design-
ing the NSDS for the first time to learn from their
peers about what has worked for them, what did
not work well, and why so that they can avoid
making the same mistakes.

9. Keeping stakeholders informed and interested: It
is critical that stakeholders remain informed and
interested in the NSDS process. NSDS guidelines
recommend that as part of the NSDS process, an
NSDS bulletin be produced and circulated widely
among stakeholders including development part-
ners. Unfortunately in many countries, the bul-
letin has not been produced at all or it has been
produced less regularly during the NSDS process.

10. Extension of the NSDS: The NSDS has been ex-
tended to some RECs. The process of design-
ing and implementing the RSDS has involved
wide stakeholder consultations. However, very
few countries have extended the NSDS to sub-
national jurisdictions where development inter-
ventions take place and where service delivery
should be monitored.

11. NSDS implementation: The weakest aspect of the
NSDS framework in Africa has been resourcing
its implementation. Many NSDSs have been inad-
equately implemented due to limited resources. In
a majority of cases, this arose because of failure
to engage and keep key stakeholders interested in
the NSDS design processes especially policy and
decision-makers who dispense resources and de-
velopment partners. For instance, in some coun-
tries the Minister for Finance and/or Planning
learned about the NSDS when he/she was in-
vited to officially launch the NSDS document. In
the same vein, some development partners got to
know about the NSDS when the NSO was looking
for resources for its implementation.

2.3.2. Lessons learned
Through proof-of-concept and experience accumu-

lated in designing and implementing the NSDS in
African countries, the following lessons have been
learned, among others:

1. A critical mass of understanding of the NSDS
concept and process should be created among
stakeholders to secure buy-in and political support
to the NSDS process.

2. National leadership at various levels (from politi-
cal/policy to technical/operational) plays an im-
portant role in directing the NSDS process and
galvanizing support for the process. In particular,
better results have been achieved where the Head
of the NSO has internalized the NSDS and driven
its processes at a high level.

3. It is important to synchronize the NSDS with the
NDP; where possible the NSDS should be main-
streamed into the NDP and funded accordingly.

4. Keeping key stakeholders informed and interested
in the NSDS process is essential. This requires
that an NSDS bulletin is produced and shared
widely with key stakeholders.

5. NSDS preliminary activities should be taken very
seriously as all subsequent activities depend on
them.

6. The process of designing the NSDS is as impor-
tant as the NSDS itself. It is, therefore, important
that the process is internalized first by the NSO
leadership and staff and then by other stakeholders
for it to be effectively executed.

7. Where sector statistics teams are constrained to
advocate for statistics at the highest level in the
sector, the NSO leadership should come in to pro-
vide needed support.
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8. While technical assistance is important to the pro-
cess, countries should be judicious in selecting
consultants, using those with prior knowledge
about the country in addition to having extensive
and relevant experience in the design of sector-
inclusive NSDS, especially in the region.

9. The consultants should come on board as early in
the process as possible. When consultants have
joined the process mid-stream, the process has
been slowed down to allow them to catch up.

10. Training of staff involved in the NSDS should
be a continuous process for some aspects of the
process to be appreciated. So one or two or three
workshops will not do.

11. Countries embarking on the NSDS process for the
first time can benefit a lot if, in addition to fol-
lowing international guidelines, benchmark and
learn from their peers especially the NSDS front
runners in the same region.

12. Countries should have the NSDS document
launched at a high profile event with a high gov-
ernment official e.g. President, Prime Minister,
or Minister launching the document. The use of
such a newsmaker automatically makes the event
newsworthy thereby publicizing in the media the
NSDS and statistics generally.

3. Concluding remarks

The signing up to the results agenda by African coun-
tries led to unprecedented demand for statistics and
this created challenges for National Statistical Systems
that were, by and large, already weak, under-resourced,
and under-performing. Thankfully, it also created un-
precedented opportunities for statistical development.
One such opportunity is designing and implementing a
second-generation national statistical plan, the National
Strategy for the Development of Statistics (NSDS).
Unlike previous statistical plans which focused on the
NSO, the NSDS aims to cover the entire NSS. A defin-
ing characteristic of the NSDS is the attention paid
to the process which includes a bottom-up approach
whereby sectors are selected, assessed, and Sector-
specific Statistics Plans designed. These plans are used
as building blocks for country-specific, country-owned,
stakeholder-driven, and sector-inclusive NSDS.

The NSDS process takes time to execute. It is best
planned for in advance in terms of a process roadmap
and structures, partnerships, and resources. Most of the
NSDS design time is spent on undertaking statistical ad-

vocacy, empowering staff, assessing the state of statis-
tics in sectors, and putting it all together to produce the
NSDS. Proof-of-concept and experience in Africa show
that while challenges to the NSDS processes remain,
some progress is being made.

Increasingly institutional, organizational, and tech-
nical issues are being resolved and better infrastruc-
ture and statistical capacity are being built. As a result,
the NSS has become a collective force behind the offi-
cial statistics that oil public policy, planning, decision-
making, and reporting on development progress. The
NSDS is proving a good framework for modernizing
and transforming national statistical systems consistent
with the data revolution for sustainable development. In
addition to strengthening traditional data sources, new
data sources are being explored; new technologies are
being harnessed; structures and capacity for improving
administrative data are being built in sector; etc. How-
ever, the said progress has been uneven across countries
and more needs to be done in all African countries to
put statistics on a sustainable trajectory.

There are guidelines for extending the NSDS to sub-
national jurisdictions and regional economic communi-
ties (RECs). However, while the NSDS has been suc-
cessfully extended to RECs in Africa, the extension to
sub-national jurisdictions has not gained traction yet.
More work needs to be done in this area across Africa.
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