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2 I.P. Fellegi:  Characteristics of an Effective Statistical System, 1995 Morris Hansen
Lecture, Washington Statistical Society.
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Annex I - External Interviews

Introduction

External interviews are divided into the following three sections:

1. Matters of fact in which the identity of the interviewee (and possible biases) is ascertained;
the nature of his concerns, how they are translated into needs for quantitative
information; and how those needs are communicated to the statistical office.

2. Matters of opinion in which there is a probe into how the interviewee views and rates the
past performance and future prospects of the statistical agency in the light of his
experience.  This is the heart of the interview and serves to establish how the BFS (and
for that matter the rest of the statistical system) has responded to and indeed anticipated
demand - the speed and the quality, the detail, the ancillary information provided etc.
The questioning is aimed at establishing whether in the interviewee’s mind the system
has succeeded in convincing outsiders of the neutrality and objectivity of its information.

3. Matters of advice in which the interviewee is asked to share with the interviewers his
thoughts on how to improve the serviceability of the statistical system, through what
measures, budgetary, institutional and personal and attempt to see the order in which such
reforms should be introduced - according to the interviewee.

In what follows the headings are explained and so is the direction in which the interviewee is
steered.  Loaded words are avoided.  For example, there is no mention of the word “integrated”.
And yet it is important to find out whether perceived lack of integration is a determining factor in
the opinion in which the BFS and the rest of the system is held.  Nor is there any mention of the
word “analysis”.  And yet it is important to know from the interviewees what is their attitude
towards explicit analysis.  These impressions can only be gauged during the interview by leading
the interviewees without actually placing words in their mouth.

Matters of fact

1. Identity of interviewee
The first part of the interview is to find out who is the interviewee and how he fits into the

hierarchical structure of the organization to which he belongs.  This implies finding out how far
is he from the top; what is the level in the statistical organization that he would define as his
counterpart; how long has he had dealings with the statistical office; with which other statistical
organizations does he have regular or significant dealings etc.  The intention is to gather enough
information to attach a weight to the answers he will give to subsequent questions.

2. Issues that concern the interviewee
Next are the questions that make the interviewee tick.  For example, is he concerned above

all with finding out what are the quarterly national accounting growth rates?  Does he follow the
labour market and immigration patterns?  Are his interests short term?  Does he operate in the
mode of a researcher?  Is he an intermediary, acting on behalf of someone else (a Minister’s
assistant) etc?  Is he someone that is more concerned with methods than with results?  Is he
someone that is more concerned with issues relating to good governance, integrity, viability etc.
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of the statistical rather than with issues that are strictly speaking statistical?  The intention is to
steer the remaining questions to those matters that are of interest to the interviewee.

3. The interviewee and the BFS - demand (1)
It is important to ascertain something more specific about what the interviewee expects

from the BFS.  This is done along two axes:  one relating to quality in the widest sense of the
word and the other to the precise nature of the issues of interest.  More explicitly:  on issues of
quality is the demand mostly concerned with timeliness or accuracy or detail of supporting
information.  On issues of nature of information:  are they microeconomic; regional or cantonal
as opposed to national; structural as opposed to conjunctural etc.  The purpose is to construct a
composite picture of what the interviewee considers the ideal output from his point of view - in a
static framework.

4. The interviewee and the BFS - demand (2)
In addition to “static” demand, it is necessary to find out what in the interviewee’s mind is

the ideal capacity of innovation and of proactive supply that a body such as the BDS should
have.

5. The BFS’s response - in the eyes of the interviewee
After finding out who the interviewee is, in what mode he operates and what he would like

to see the BFS (and the rest of the statistical system) produce, it is necessary to ascertain how the
BFS’s actual supply is seen both in itself and in the context of the total supply of the statistical
system.  While the purpose is not to constitute a catalogue of sins, a balanced picture of the
interviewees’ requirements should include a reference to how many and in which cases they are
not met.

6. Mechanisms of adjustment - in the eyes of the interviewee
If the supply of statistical information is not ideal - as one supposes it is not, at least as a

point of departure - the next question is how has the interviewee attempted to bring into balance
supply and demand.  Specifically, what he has done, using what channels of communication,
how persistently and with what rates of success.  The interviewee’s awareness of the levers at his
disposal and the frequency with which he used them are weighting factors when we come to
assess his opinions and advice.

Matters of opinion

This section is divided into three parts:  institutional, personal, and professional.  The first
is to determine adequacy, the second suitability and the third competence.

Adequacy

The question is whether in the eyes of the interviewee, the institutional set-up is adequate
to produce usable statistics or is the inadequacy of the set-up a factor in preventing supply from
rising to the expectations of demand.  There are several aspects of the institutional set-up.  They
are divided into four categories:  institutions vis-à-vis respondents; institutions vis-à-vis the user
community; institutions that bind together the statistics producing agencies into one system
capable of producing timely and integrated  statistics; and institutions that allow for a correct
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relationship between the head of BFS and the political community.  The knowledge of the
interviewee will play a determining role in the direction taken by this part of the interview.

Suitability

Personalities cannot be ignored.  They may or may not be suitable.  What must be known
is whether in the opinion of the interviewee the current set of senior people is suitable, why and
why not.  And if the interviewee could replace them (or had to replace them) what attributes
would he deem to be the most important and why.  There is also the matter of interaction.  If in
the opinion of the interviewee there should be an institutional change are the current people best
suited to bring it about or to live with it once implemented - and if not, why not?

Competence

Is the current leadership of the BFS (and of the other agents who are members of the Swiss
statistical system) competent?  If they are not, what is lacking?  Is there any evidence that they
are or are not recruiting young professionals in their own image?  Does this mean that the future
will have all the shortcomings of the past?

Recommendations

Outsiders cannot be expected to provide detailed recommendations about the organization
and internal workings of a statistical office unless of course they are alumni of a
statistical office.  But they can - and very often do - entertain opinions about how the office, or
the statistical system could be made more effective if only any one of the following, for example,
were altered:

1. The programme priorities;
2. The system if there is one to make priority choices explicit;
3. The board of administration (or Statistical Commission);
4. The relations with the executive and legislative arms of government;
5. Relations with peer organizations abroad or in the international arena.

The purpose of this section of the interviews is to elicit from the interviewees their view as to
what they would do or what they think should be done in order to improve the effectiveness of
the system.
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Annex II - Internal Interviews

Introduction

The Peer Review internal interviews concentrate on the following three questions:

1. Are there codified procedures (policies) in the BFS, which are widely known, and
applicable in the same circumstances by all at all times?

2. Contrariwise, does each section work out its own set of procedures and forms of
interacting with its clients – users or producers of data - and applies them regardless of
what is applied by the colleagues next door?

3. Is there resistance against being centrally managed?

The purpose is to determine the strength of corporate feeling.  If strong it implies that the
foundations on which to build a more effective system are equally strong.

The questions below are not applied literally.  They are there to suggest a line of reasoning.

Facts:  the process

1. Who are the people you do business with (alone or through intermediaries)?
2. How often do you see them?
3. How do you know what they want?
4. How do you know they are happy with what you gave them?
5. How do you tell them that you need more resources to comply with their wishes?
6. Do you discuss joint financing?
7. How do you go about persuading your management that they should provide with

resources to comply with your interlocutors’ wishes?
8. How much discretion do you have over the resources that were given to you?
9. How do you cost your new outputs?
10. How do you mobilize parts of the infrastructure which you may need?
11. What do you do if you made a gross mistake in your cost estimates?
12. When was the last time you had to attempt to increase your budget to meet new demand?
13. As far as you know do your colleagues proceed in the same fashion?
14. How are your resource problems settled?  Bilaterally?  Multilaterally?

Facts:  the pressures

1. Do your users ask you for advance information (ahead of anyone else)?
2. If they do what do you do?
3. Do your users inquire into unpublished or unpublishable details?
4. What do you do if the quality of the results appears unacceptable?
5. Do you consult with colleagues to find out if your procedure is consistent with theirs?

Facts:  the product

1. Once complied with, what do you do with your output:  hand it over; take your time to
analyse it; verify whether it discloses what it should not; examine it for consistency with
other statistical indicators; or a bit of everything?  Give examples.
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2. Are there any limitations on what you can do with your statistical outputs?  Are they
imposed by others explicitly or by yourself?  Give examples if relevant.

3. Is there a process that forces you to have your outputs reviewed by others?  If so who are
the others?

4. If there is no obligatory process, do you take the initiative?
5. Is the rule the same for your colleagues?
6. Give relevant examples or review procedures – method and outcome.

Opinions:  on your work

1. Are you troubled by the gap between what you think is expected of you and what you
believe you can do with the resources that were given to you?

2. Does the gap (if there is a gap) affect the reliability of what you produce?  The timeliness?
The amount of publishable detail?

3. Are you the only one who holds that view or do your colleagues and your Director share it?

Opinions:  on your office

1. What do you think of the way resources are allocated?
2. What do you think of the way institutional consistency is promoted?
3. What do you think of the manner conflicts within the institution are solved?
4. What do you think of the manner in which external conflict (difference of opinion) is handled?

Opinions on your office in the context of the statistical system

1. Your office is perhaps the most important element of the Swiss statistical system but not
the only one.  Is this to be deplored or applauded?  Why?

2. If deplored, is the office going about it the right way to increase its relative importance?
3. Give examples of missed opportunities – if any?

For an interview with a group of middle managers

1. Have you had collective meetings in the past?
2. Give examples of the topics you discussed.
3. What do you regard as the greatest threat facing your office?
4. If your office - the BFS - were faced with the obligation to shrink what should it do less of?
5. Does the office have an opportunity to:

A Expand;
B Diversify;
C Hit the headlines;
D Become more influential in the long run.

Give examples

6. Is the office going about exploring its opportunities in the right way?  If not, why not and
what is the right way?
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Annex III - Group Interview

Three questions for general discussion by a group of section heads

1. What are the matters of concern to your office about which you wish to get more
information than you get at present and why and in what way?

2. What are the matters of concern to your office about which you would wish to have office-
wide policies or regulations and about which you are currently expected to determine
your own behaviour?

3. What are the matters that you would like to manage at your level and which are currently
managed centrally?

-----


