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Official statistics, big data and civil society.
Introducing the approach of “economics of
convention” for understanding the rise of new
data worlds and their implications

Rainer Diaz-Bone∗ and Kenneth Horvath
Department of Sociology, University of Lucerne, 6002 Lucerne, Switzerland

Abstract. The rise of big data and ongoing political and social transformations confront official statistics with important questions
regarding its self-understanding and its role in public debates. These questions imply serious tensions that will very likely
increase in the foreseeable future. This article introduces a specific sociological perspective for thinking and talking about
these developments. Building on the “economics of convention”, this perspective challenges currently dominant conceptions
of official statistics which do not adequately mirror the plurality of possible representations of the social world and the variety
of justifiable ways of assessing the quality of these representations. Taking these pluralities into account allows to develop a
fuller picture of the actual practices and institutions involved in the production of statistical knowledge and, especially, of their
unavoidable entanglement with normative orders, epistemic values, and political formations. The notion of “data worlds” is
presented as a means for tackling this problem of pluralities. On this conceptual basis, it becomes possible to link methodological
questions to analyses of how statistical data and knowledge are embedded in wider political, economic, and social contexts.
Problems of “data quality” thus appear in a different light: their reflection involves more than the usually discussed issues of the
institutional independence (secured by public funding and by law) and the high scientific standards of official statistics. Instead,
an institutionalist theoretical approach is needed that offers blueprints for linking the production of “official statistical facts” to
(always contested and contextual) conceptions of the common good. Such a conception would allow to conceive new forms of
public participation and democratic control of processes of quantification, measurement, and datafication. In sum, we believe that
the specifically sociological approach outlined in this article would support official statistics in dealing with the variety of critical
interventions and challenges it currently faces in a proactive and coherent manner.
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1. Introduction

Following up on the questions raised by Raderma-
cher [20], this article asks what role sociology might
play for understanding the challenges that official statis-
tics faces in times of big data and profound social and
political transformation. It proposes a specific theoreti-
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cal perspective for thinking about the nature and role of
statistics. The key characteristic of this perspective is
that it discusses methodological issues and questions of
data quality in their interplay with political, economic,
social, and moral contexts of data and knowledge pro-
duction. In contrast to still widespread positivist under-
standings, the approach we introduce starts from the
assumption that statistical facts are always intimately
interrelated with norms and values. The numeric rep-
resentation of social realities cannot be separated from
normative orders and political values. Norms and val-
ues themselves need to be treated as “facts”: they ef-
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fectively inform the definition of indicators as well as
measurement strategies, the assessment of data quality,
or the analysis and presentation of findings. In other
words: Both the production and the evaluation of statis-
tical data necessarily depend on epistemic and political
conventions. These conventions provide rules and cri-
teria for producing and evaluating (statistical) knowl-
edge about the social world that qualifies as trustworthy
and relevant information in a given societal context. At
the same time, these conventions are the outcome of
socio-historical developments, scientific debates, and
political negotiations; accordingly, they can always be
contested, criticized, transformed, or (in the long run)
replaced.

It is exactly such a kind of “dispute” that official
statistics currently faces in relation to big data and com-
mercial data production on the one hand and civil so-
ciety actors on the other. This dispute has many faces
and takes different forms. It is evident in alleged rev-
olutions of social knowledge production that proclaim
the coming of a new age of data-driven social physics
(Pentland, 2015) as well as in open science initiatives1

or in the activities of “data NGOs” that lobby for the
usage of new data sources to address pressing social
issues.2 These disputes are not necessarily hostile. To
the contrary, the initiative to discuss coming challenges
for statistical knowledge production often comes from
within the field of public statistics itself (as is evi-
dent from the very SJIAOS discussion that this article
contributes to).

In the following, we introduce the concept of “data
worlds” as a means for thinking and talking about these
developments. This notion shall allow to investigate
how data infrastructures (historically formed cognitive
and organizational frameworks and resources that struc-
ture the production, distribution, and usage of statistical
data) are anchored and embedded in social rationali-
ties (“conventions”) and for understanding how data
are produced, analyzed, evaluated and, eventually, ap-
plied as an informational resource for collective action.
The concept of “worlds” is informed by the approach
of “economics of convention” (EC) which emerged in
France in the mid-1980s with the involvement of sociol-
ogists and economists (many of whom actually worked
at the “Institut national de la statistique et des études
économiques”/INSEE) [10]. EC scholars have promi-

1See for example the Data Justice Lab at https://datajusticelab.org/
[retrieved 23/10/2020].

2See for example the https://flowminder.org/ [retrieved 23/10/
2020].

nently applied the concept of “worlds”, be it in earlier
works to problems of economic coordination [25], be
it later on to questions of methodological coordination
and data production in survey worlds [11,26]. In an EC
understanding, different worlds of data production vary
in their methodological cultures, their epistemic values,
their quality criteria and their collective understanding
of and relation to the “common good”. As will be dis-
cussed in more detail below, this implies that official
statistics marks only one of a plurality of co-existing
ways of producing and using numeric representations
of social phenomena. We argue that official statistics is
increasingly questioned by two more recent data worlds
which we refer to as the big data world and the civil
data world. We present a framework for making sense
of the relations and tensions between these three data
worlds. The intention of this framework is not to criti-
cize these different data worlds or even to advocate one
of them at the expense of the others. Rather, the aim
is to offer a basis for thinking about how these differ-
ent data worlds are currently becoming related to each
other, what tensions might follow from these interplays
and what social and political implications these new
constellations might have.

2. Economics of convention

The French approach of economics of convention
offers a contemporary conceptual framework that is
closely tied to the field of quantification and official
statistics [4,9]. One of EC’s birth moments actually
lied in the empirical analysis of official statistics and
early representatives of EC such as Alain Desrosières
or Laurent Thévenot were affiliated to the French na-
tional statistical institute INSEE. EC is informed by
a neopragmatist understanding of science: statistical
facts are seen as the result of concrete practices of
knowledge production that take place in given insti-
tutional contexts and are structured by existing or-
ders of (scientific, political, cultural . . . ) knowledge
which they build on, contribute to, and transform. Cor-
respondingly, any over-simplifying understanding of
data as pure representations of “social facts” is rejected.
Instead, data are regarded as resulting from a com-
plex interplay of conventions, actors, and technologies.
One of the notions used to decipher these social pro-
cesses of data production is the concept of “statistical
chains” [5,8]. Statistical chains are best conceived of as
institutionalized social processes which allow to gen-
erate data. In this sense, data need to be seen as so-
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cial artefacts and social constructions [20]. Desrosières
pointed to the many tensions which arise in and along
such statistical chains because of the different views
that the involved actors hold on data and their quality.
“Methodological statisticians” are usually highly aware
of these processes and of the resulting “conventional
nature” of data. However, many users of statistical data
– including media experts, “subject-matter-specialists”,
politicians and the public – expect data that “hold to-
gether”, data that can be treated as true and unambigu-
ous “facts” [7]. Thus, contradictory understandings of
the ontology of data are confronted with each other,
with widely prevalent expectations to “transform” data
from its actually construed and conventional founda-
tions into true and indisputable representations of social
reality [7,9].

The concept of statistical chains points to a deci-
sive point. Statistical data are based on a division of
labor between actors involved in the definition of cat-
egories, actors and technologies mobilized for and in
measurement processes, situations in which data are
distributed, communicated, analyzed and interpreted
and decisions that are taken on the basis of statistical
data. These different actors and stages involved in data
production and usage are all involved in their own social
and institutional contexts, engaged in different sorts of
situations, and faced with different kinds of problems
and challenges. As a correlate to the idea of chains, we
may hence think of these various actors as embedded
in their respective “worlds”. These worlds are “data
worlds” [11] in and through which the production and
interpretation of data evolves along the statistical chain.

Following Desrosières [6], the production of quanti-
tative data in and across these different worlds is only
possible on the basis of conventions of measurement.
The definition of such conventions of measurement al-
ways happens in concrete social circumstances and is
always deeply interrelated with political and normative
orders. What counts as relevant, acceptable, and fair
process of quantification depends on social and political
contexts. Categories and concepts that inform statis-
tical measurement are anchored in public and politi-
cal discourses and are always linked to specific forms
of defining and understanding uncertain and tension-
ridden situations. Salais et al. [22] give the example of
the measurement of unemployment to demonstrate how
institutions of official statistics (and the categories they
employ) co-evolve in parallel with other social institu-
tions, in this case the industrial organization of labor
relations. The emergence of long-term industrial labor
contracts allowed employees and new social classes to

develop the expectation that employers provide perma-
nent work and salary. As a complement to this expecta-
tion, unemployment as a new social category emerged,
a category which actors referred to in order to make
sense of their own situation in case they lost their indus-
trial employment. In the course of the 19th century, offi-
cial statisticians step by step included this category into
their procedures of data production by implementing
conventions for categorizing human beings as unem-
ployed [22]. Unemployment, in other words, was never
a “natural state of being” but a new way of interpret-
ing a novel kind of biographical and social situation.
Only by being routinely encoded by official statistics, it
turned into a social fact. It is in this sense that EC schol-
ars argue that statistical categories and indicators are
expressive not only of social reality, but also of moral
and political orders. Facts and values, in other words,
are always already intertwined in statistical data.

The identification and exploration of this pragmatic,
yet inevitable link between data production on the one
hand and political and social normativities on the other
may be seen as the crucial contribution of EC scholar-
ship. Conventions are involved in the statistical chain
at all stages. They serve as logics of coordination (e.g.
between different actors along the statistical chain) and,
at the same time, as criteria for evaluation (e.g. of the
adequacy and validity of indicators and categories). EC
hence applies a normative position to the question of
data generation, its application and interpretation. The
meaning of data as well as their concrete value for col-
lective action are structured by conventions. Without
conventions, data would be just meaningless figures
without any anchoring in criteria and logics for assess-
ing their validity, quality and relevance.

The need for a “conventional underpinning” of sta-
tistical measures entails that the data produced in or-
der to represent social realities be related to commonly
accepted understandings of the social world and estab-
lished conceptions of justice and the common good.
The crucial point again is that there are several different
such conceptions that are widely accepted as legitimate
and relevant in modern societies; in EC terminology,
there is a plurality of “orders of justification”. EC schol-
ars have identified numerous such overarching conven-
tional orders that are commonly established in current
societies as basis for governing, justifying, and criticiz-
ing the social world and how it is represented in sta-
tistical information [2,3,14]. Table 1 presents the eight
most important of these conventions. The key point is
that each of these conventions has a history (it has been
developed and established over time) and is mirrored
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Table 1
Eight important conventions

Convention Worth/quality Evaluation criteria Information format Persons’ qualification Interpersonal relation
Domestic Tradition, handcraft Esteem, reputation Oral, exemplary Authority and flexibility Trust
Market Demand-orientation,

free exchange
Price Money units Desire, purchasing power Exchange

Industrial Planning and
standardization

Efficiency, productivity Measurable criteria, statistics Professional, expertise Functional link

Inspired Grace, nonconformity,
creativity

Originality, innovative
capacity

Newness, emotionality Creativity, ingenuity Passion

Opinion Renown Amount of recognition Semiotic Celebrity Recognition
Civic Collective interest Relevant for collectivity Formal, official Equality Solidarity
Green Ecology (its integrity) Environmental

compatibility
Narrative Ecological knowledge Responsibility

Network Activity,
self-management

Successful projects Meetings Capacity for teamwork Project orientation

Boltanski and Thévenot [3], Boltanski and Chiapello [2], Lamont and Thévenot [14], Diaz-Bone [10].

in everyday practices, processes and institutions. For
example, the domestic convention is deeply anchored
in our understanding not only of family life, but is also
mirrored in understandings of how companies or other
organizations should care for their employees, take re-
sponsibility for the community, and best be built on a
kind of natural trusted authority. The industrial con-
vention, in contrast, focuses on the role of standard-
ization and quantification to ensure fair, transparent,
and efficient procedures. These different conventions
can be differentiated analytically; in real life, actors and
institutions face the challenge of combining elements
from various conventions and of finding compromises
between tensions that arise between these worlds.

These conventions can be regarded as “always al-
ready present” cultural resources which structure in-
stitutions, including data infrastructures or the differ-
ent worlds in which data are generated, analyzed and
used. Since they have been developed, established, and
implemented over the course of decades and centuries,
different conventions may be more or less prominent
depending on the concrete political and social circum-
stances. Their relative relevance may vary – both across
historical periods and between different political and
social contexts (e.g. across the West or between the
global North and the global South). But overall, these
conventions serve as globally available repertoire of
evaluative logics that actors or institutions can draw on
when they face the need to legitimize or criticize the rel-
evance and validity of statistical data. Every statistician
has an implicit recognition of the presence of this plu-
rality of conventions as normative “substructure” for the
data generating process, when acknowledging that there
is a legitimate and adequate “definition” of categories,
that there is self-evident “space for interpretation”, that
data are always (only) more or less appropriate for the

representation of a social issue at stake, not because of
a lack of accuracy but rather, for example, because of a
lack of relevance for collective and public action.

It is evident that the industrial convention is of out-
standing importance for any modern institution, sit-
uation or “world” in which numerical information is
generated and used on a wider basis. But the indus-
trial convention will usually be forged into (sometimes
complex) compromises with other influential conven-
tions. This results in changing roles and meanings of the
industrial rationality depending on the different com-
promises that are formed in a given situation. In many
scientific contexts, the industrial convention and the
convention of inspiration are the most important qual-
ity conventions used to legitimize data quality. Other
organizations such as official statistics institutes often
have to mobilize further conventions to demonstrate
their societal legitimacy and relevance. In this regard,
the civic convention and the convention of opinion have
become more and more important for official statistics,
to justify the need for independent official statistics in
contemporary societies. This development is mirrored
in debates on the future of public statistics. For exam-
ple, the nascent notion (and job profile) of “informa-
tion stewards” can be read both as a sort of “interface”
between different data worlds and as a “conventional
compromise” that combines elements from different
worlds, including the market world and the network
world.

3. The plurality of data worlds and the rise of
tensions

In empirical data worlds, all of these eight quality
conventions are (even if “virtually”) present as logics
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that actors can draw on to design and implement re-
search infrastructures and to successfully perform tasks
of coordination. Even if in most empirical cases the
number of conventions that become effective is small,
quality conventions are nonetheless usually combined;
it is their interplay that marks given hegemonic insti-
tutional logics. Different such “coalitions” of quality
conventions enable and structure different data worlds.
By implication, these data worlds need to be seen as
the outcome of historical developments. To a certain
degree, they are always arbitrary; other configurations
would have been possible and could have evolved.

3.1. The world of official statistics

The data world of official statistics has developed
in Western societies from the beginning of the indus-
trial era onward, roughly over the past two centuries.
Modern institutions of official statistics were designed
as dispositives for the governance of populations and
societies. Nation-states invested in the cognitive form
of numerical data in order to produce knowledge on
their territory and their population, on national wealth
and health. Subsequently, official statistics internation-
alized and statistics became a general dispositive for
economics and politics. Up to this day, official statistics
institutions are mainly conceived of as part of the polit-
ical governance by nation-states, although their actual
social basis is broader than that; after all, they are based
on democratically deliberated and negotiated laws and
offer statistical information for the wider public (e.g.
in the form of tables, press releases, or publications
for download). In line with their purpose and history,
categories, topics and reports proceed slowly in offi-
cial statistics and are coined in statist terms using cate-
gories such as demography, education, production, eco-
nomical organizations and others. The “statist” orienta-
tion of public statistics is among others evident in the
prominent role that administrative data play in this field.
These are a source of relevance and mark an enormous
methodological potential – but at the same time mir-
ror the deep historical and institutional entanglements
between state bureaucracies and official statistics.

In this data world, data are often considered as objec-
tive representation of facts. As mentioned before, it has
mainly been the industrial convention which made offi-
cial statistics possible and structured the development of
its modes of coordination and its criteria for evaluation.
The lasting influence of the industrial convention results
in a reliance on a positivist understanding of science,
which considers facts as givens and as based on unprob-

lematic and somehow “preexisting” statistical chains.
The conventional work of producing data and facts is
blinded from view. The specific relevance of the indus-
trial convention in this data world is linked to the needs
and technologies of statist planning and governance.
At the same time, the industrial convention empowers
scientists and statistical specialists to act as legitimate
experts for data production at the detriment of other
social actors. While these other actors have for a long
time hardly been regarded as relevant stakeholders, it
is noteworthy that official statistics lately have started
to reach out to such other interest groups and organiza-
tions. These initiatives mirror the increasing pressure
and demands for new kinds of data services and public
expectations to serve a common good in other ways
than those related to concerns and interests of efficient
government. The dominant position of official statistics
is thus increasingly questioned by new social agents
such as NGOs and social movements. Official statistics
are criticized for not providing relevant data for public
purposes – and as a reaction they are also reconsidered
from within the field of public statistics itself.

3.2. The big data world

Today, all spheres of society are equipped and en-
trenched with numerical data and numerical represen-
tations. With computerization, digitalization and the
Internet, the datafication of societies has accelerated.
The buzz word “big data” signals fundamental changes
in the discourse about data, but also in discourses on
science and society. The idea entailed in this concept is
that data are produced by and through interlinked and
dynamic digital technologies and as such are ready to
be exploited for business or political decisions, in many
cases in real time. The notion of big data implies not
only a decentering, but also an invisibilization of pro-
cesses of data production and data exploitation, for the
reason alone that the majority of data producing tech-
nologies are owned by private companies. Proponents
of big data at the same time question classical statistical
concepts and quality criteria and claim that big data are
superior in comparison to established conceptions of
statistics [19]. The privatization that defines this data
world points to a dramatic change: the missing link of
data production to democratic legitimization and public
visibility. Data here is seen first and foremost as an eco-
nomic resource, which offers profit exactly because of
the asymmetry implied by private data property [17]. In
this context, the market convention becomes highly in-
fluential, which credits worth and quality to immediate
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and temporary exchange and therefore regards value as
necessarily unstable. The differences between the mar-
ket convention and the industrial convention (includ-
ing their methodological consequences) can be demon-
strated by the examples of “deep learning” or “predic-
tive analytics”, which aim to predict individual behav-
ior. These strategies are not valued for the truth of their
modeling of causal relations, but for their predictive
success alone [27]. The inspired convention provides
the basis for crediting data scientists, for example for
their capacity to identify behavioral patterns that could
be exploited to achieve profit out of data. Data analytics
as a field of “social research” of course also relies on
scientific expertise and is therefore also oriented to-
wards the logic of the industrial convention. The indus-
trial convention, however, is only marginally relevant in
this data world, and mainly because it allows to justify
scientific standards and techniques which are applied
in big data analytics. But because of the nontransparent
character of methodological standards and criteria, big
data mostly refrain from explicit legitimization based
on quality conventions. Predictive success justifies big
data strategies for managers and stock owners, without
further questioning of the validity of algorithms.

The big data world is linked to contemporary forms
of governance in many ways [11]. A natural link is
provided by the trend towards neoliberal policy instru-
ments such as benchmarking and governing every as-
pect of society by indicators. These processes have al-
ready led to situations in which official statistics and
the big data world have become intertwined – for ex-
ample in initiatives to use new data sources (such as
mobile phone or social media data) as a basis for cal-
culating indicators demanded by the political field (see
for example the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals,
MacFeely and Nastav [18]; Fraisl et al. [12]). In these
coalitions, big data are used for specific methodological
reasons. For example, there have been several proposals
to move from traditional population forecasting towards
datafied “nowcasting”, i.e. for projecting the develop-
ment of statistical estimates from administrative, cen-
sus, or survey sources on the basis of mobile phone or
social media data. However, important tensions remain.
One logical line of critique is that the data production
in the big data world is not linked to any transparent or
controllable form of pursuing a common good. These
tensions materialize in disputes concerning the legiti-
macy and feasibility of procedures of datafication. The
field of migration statistics provides an interesting ex-
ample: After first and rather enthusiastic contributions
that highlighted the potential of using new data sources

for monitoring and forecasting international mobility,
recent assessments based on first hands-on experiences
show a lot of skepticism regarding fundamental ethical
issues, from data privacy to potential harm to migrant
groups.3

3.3. The civic data world

Over the past few years, we have witnessed the emer-
gence of additional data worlds that may be character-
ized as “civic” insofar as they are mainly embedded in
civil society. Social movements, civil society initiatives
and lay organizations, NGOs, media enterprises, as well
as scientific networks and organizations are engaging
in growing numbers and increasingly professionally in
initiatives that aim at the construction of novel data in-
frastructures which allow new forms of data, enabling
the detection and analysis of current social problems,
including ecological issues or reliable and transparent
data about pandemics (as is the case for the COVID-19
pandemic). Phenomena such as citizen science or open
science [12] form an important part of this data world:
they demonstrate the specific forms of compromises
that are forged between the civic and other conventions
in this data world. Of course, this emerging data world
is not (yet) as strongly integrated in or shared by in-
stitutions as the world of official statistics is. What we
are currently witnessing is an inherently heterogeneous
and many-faced data world. The motivation of actors
engaged in this world is mainly based on a critique of
the inadequacy of current state information and offi-
cial data, its categories, missing data access and the
long-term horizon of its production. A well-known ex-
ample is the questioning of the gross domestic prod-
uct as an adequate indicator for economic wealth by
Stiglitz, Sen and Fitoussi (see also Karabell [13]). In
this context, critical social movements and also scien-
tific networks mobilize new data sources and infras-
tructures to strengthen civil society knowledge about
social issues, which are neglected or inadequately mea-
sured by private companies or state institutions. For
example, the French movement “statactivisme” [14] is
actively involved in disputing and criticizing the neolib-
eral (mis)use of statistics in public realms.

The civic data world is not principally skeptical about
numerical data, but skeptical about the adequacy of ex-

3See e.g. the recent report on an expert workshop jointly organized
by the German Federal Foreign Office and the International Organi-
zation for Migration (IOM): https://displacement.iom.int/reports/wor
kshop-report-forecasting-human-mobility-contexts-crises [retrieved
26/10/2020].
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Table 2
Comparing data worlds

Official statistics Big data Civic society
Quality
conventions

Industrial convention, civic convention Market convention, convention of
inspiration, industrial convention

Civic convention, industrial convention, domestic
and network convention

Infrastructure State centered, financed by tax payers,
but independent (on the basis of law)

Mainly owned by private
companies, nontransparent and
driven by private interest

Aligned and mobilized by different kinds of actors
to generate data fit for public action; conceived as
“owned” by the public and accessible for engaged
civilians

Engagement
for common
good

Aiming in a long-time perspective for
provision of neutral data, categories
are related to interests and tasks of
governments and ministries

Aiming in a real-time perspective
for profit-generating knowledge
and knowledge to influence
consumer behavior

Aiming for middle-term knowledge related to
social issues, conflicts and problems. and related to
public action and empowering civic agencies (as
social movements, NGOs)

Common
good

Democratizing knowledge about
societal “facts”, enhance effectiveness
and transparency of governance;
enhancing voters’ political knowledge
by providing objective data about
society

In most cases no engagement for
a common good

Providing numerical representations which
empower civic agencies and countervail
governmental or entrepreneurial representation of
“social facts”; bringing in civic participation into
political decisions based on self-generated data

Mode of
governing by
numbers

As provider of numerical presentation
for governmental institutions, media
and public actors; in many countries
official statistical institutes are
independent from political
intervention and have an institutional
autonomy

Embedded mainly in economic
decision making, marketing and
consumer behavior analysis;
governance effects are mainly
invisible; big data infrastructures
and big data are also mainly
owned by private companies

In alliance with mass media and social media, civic
data world mobilizes political support to influence
governmental agencies, companies and
populations.

isting indicators and categories and dominant interpre-
tations of data. The core argument is that criteria how
to define indicators and how to organize measurement
need to be coherent with normative orders and forms of
public action. Data is seen as a resource for civil soci-
eties, to be controlled by scientifically skilled and en-
gaged citizens who reflect at once normative decisions
(“what and how to measure”) and the form of represen-
tation of social facts implied by different kinds of data.
The combination of the industrial and the civic conven-
tion is a prerequisite for this data world. It is in this data
world that the definition of indicators and categories
is currently reflected most intensively. One important
demand is that data are expected to be related to one’s
personal regional and local context and to the concrete
social problems actors are concerned with and about.
The domestic convention and the network convention
therefore are also influential in this data world; they are
drawn upon to justify new forms of data production and
to assess data quality in novel ways. Further, the net-
work convention is mirrored in the project-oriented and
problem-oriented realignment of data infrastructures
that marks this data world [15,16]. The discontent with
“slow” or nontransparent infrastructures demonstrates
the need to adjust data production quickly to emerg-
ing social needs, in a way that can be evaluated by the
public t as Lane [15,16] has insisted in the face of the
current need for flexible data infrastructures regarding
the COVID-19 pandemic.

3.4. Comparing data worlds

To characterize these different data worlds in a com-
parative manner, Table 2 applies a set of criteria to
them. Among others, it illustrates that the claim to pro-
vide “quality data” to society is not restricted to official
statistics.

The plurality of data worlds introduced here by align-
ing three of their most influential current variants is in
fact more complex and not restricted to the ones pre-
sented here. (For example, we did not discuss the social
sciences as a data world in its own right, see Vogel [26]
and Diaz-Bone et al. [11]) Still, Table 2 presents the
de-centered situation of data-infrastructures in contem-
porary (Western) societies. We argue that the state and
official statistics are about to lose their formerly domi-
nant position of data production and distribution. Also,
the comparison emphasizes the contradictory nature of
the three data worlds, which is the main cause for the
tensions and critiques which currently arise.

4. Tensions and critiques

The Corona crisis can be mentioned as a typical ex-
ample of the tensions which can arise due to the plu-
rality of data worlds. Interestingly, the most influen-
tial provider of latest data on COVID-19 infections and
mortality is not an agency anchored in the field of offi-
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Table 3
Mutual critiques between different “data worlds”

Official statistics Big data Civil society
Official
statistics

Inefficient, state dependent, applying
old-fashioned methodologies, too slow
in data proceeding and publication

State centered and not providing data,
relevant for contemporary social issues
and civic concerns

Big data Opaque procedures, not relying on
methodological standards, not pursuing a
common good

Profit-oriented and opaque, not linked to
a common good, ignoring the imperative
to justify measurement

Civil society Methodological amateurs, particular and
politically biased interests of social
movements and specific parties

Naïve, because engaging for a common
good and not for profit; limited by lack
of access to data generating technologies

cial statistics, but the Johns Hopkins University, a pri-
vate US American university which gathers and pub-
lishes relevant data for countries worldwide, but also on
a regional level. The data of this university were used to
criticize information published by national institutions
such as the Robert Koch Institute (RKI) in Germany or
the Federal Health Department (BAG) in Switzerland,
based on the argument that state-driven institutes were
too slow or that the data produced by their infrastructure
was not efficiently organized. Vice versa, institutes such
as the German RKI insisted on the profound and ex-post
proven quality of their data. In Switzerland, it was the
national media agency (SRF) which implemented a data
unit that gathered data on infections and deaths from
Swiss cantons to be published as quickly as possible.

These developments mirror important tensions be-
tween data worlds that become effective in the form of
mutual criticism. Table 3 represents the fundamental
critiques which each of the outlined three data worlds
voices (in the columns) in relation to the other two
worlds. It would be misleading to portray the tensions
and critiques as based on controversies about single –
and for many evaluations too simple – criteria such as
adequacy, timeliness, and so on, or in fact any fixed
and finished “criteria catalog”. Instead, we argue that
different data worlds are based on quality conventions
that express different institutional rationalities, which
again are linked to varying deeper logics of evalua-
tion, valuation and interpretation, including forms of
methodological reasoning. Investigating these different
underlying quality conventions allows the identification
of the interlinked normativities and epistemic values,
which again articulate different conceptions of public
action and the common good.

The plurality of data conventions as well as their
complex entanglement with institutional forms, politi-
cal rationalities, and concrete data practices have impor-
tant implications. In a nutshell, official statistics needs
to actively discuss methodological questions in relation
to how statistical data and knowledge production is em-

bedded in political, economic, and social formations
and situations. It is not sufficient to criticize other data
actors for their evidence lacking rigor or quality or for
being “unsound”. Instead, we need to think about how
the production of data as well as of “facts” always de-
pends on contextual conceptions of the common good.

Related to the problem of plurality, official statistics
also needs to move beyond its state-centered identity
which conflicts more and more with the increasingly
neoliberal character of societies on the one hand and
with an emergence of influential social movements and
NGOs on the other hand. Against this background, the
political definition of the common good as well as the
concrete instruments of “governing by numbers” are
themselves becoming increasingly contested. This de-
velopment has two important consequences. First, of-
ficial statistics are less and less employed to just rep-
resent social realities, but increasingly to consciously
transform and govern the social world. Political ap-
proaches such as evidence-based policies, benchmark-
ing, and indicator-based regulation of social practices
and organizations indicate a profound shift in the role
that official statistics play. In this context, facts can
never be considered as neutral, pure, or innocent. Sec-
ond, the function of providing the numbers by which
societies are governed is in many cases actually already
fulfilled by private actors. For example, the German
“Bertelsmann-Stiftung” has become, as a private agent,
deeply involved in the public representation and govern-
ing of social affairs. In other contexts, official statistics
are actually already exploring options for coalescing
with the “big data world”; for example, the obligation
to deliver numbers on completely new social indicators
defined in the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals has
led statistical agencies to promote and actively launch
“data alliances” in fields such as migration (see e.g. the
“Data for Migration Alliance”, data4rmigration.org).
The world of official statistics is thus already deeply
entangled with other data worlds. As a result, it needs
to reflect upon conceptions of the common good as well



R. Diaz-Bone and K. Horvath / Official statistics, big data and civil society 227

as of “good data” that prevail in these other worlds. In
this context, scientific standards have to be conceived
as normative, and not in a positivist manner as self-
evident and given, and “data” as unquestioned mirrors
of social reality. In this sense, the discussion of “fake
news” versus “scientific truth” is misleading. Any claim
that official statistics is soundly based alone on science
threatens to become a false front as long as it is not
linked to opening the “normative black box” underlying
any process of quantification or datafication.

Further profound questions arise from these obser-
vations. To give an example, the production of data
on the social world is necessarily linked to practices
of classification. Over the past centuries, the state was
in control of implementing and of legitimizing social
categories (on the basis of the law, but also reflecting
public debates and social movements). With the rise
of big data, other actors become involved in the “busi-
ness” of classification. The states’ power to define cate-
gories is vanishing and social categories emerge faster
and in a more decentralized fashion in other contexts.
This leads to the serious issues of who controls these
processes of classification, who monitors their social
consequences, and who organizes spaces and possibili-
ties for discussing and criticizing them. The question is,
how to include social deliberation into the foundation of
national statistical institutes and official statistical cate-
gories? The task of the social sciences in this context
is to increase the awareness of the convention-based
nature of measurement and statistics.

In our view, the key strategical question which will
decide about the future role and legitimacy of official
statistics is how official statistics engages with struggles
for common goods and debates about their definition.
Will and can official statistics act as an ally for new
political actors such as NGOs, social movements, media
agencies, but also for those active in the context of
citizen science or open data? Only if and in so far as
this perspective is taken, one can truly speak of “public
statistics”.

As this contribution has made evident, the impor-
tant opposition for official statistics is not “fake news”
against “scientific data” [21]. The important challenge
for the data world of official statistics stems from the
opposition that is currently evolving between the big
data world “versus” the civic data world. One key future
reality test (in the sense of Boltanski [1]) will lie in how
official statistics deals with the challenge of big data,
which is mainly driven and controlled by big tech com-
panies. What is an adequate institutional response to
develop data infrastructures that (1) serve some clearly

defined public interest (or common good) but that also
(2) can prevail in the face of asymmetrically powerful
privatized big data infrastructures owned by big Inter-
net and other data companies? Can official statistics
become more “fluid” to form coalitions with new public
movements and structures? Which (experimental) insti-
tutional principles could provide a basis for organizing
these coalitions?
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