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What are Official Statistics?

• Statistics ‘collected to provide information required by 
… Government …, Government Departments, local 
authorities, and businesses for the purpose of making 
policy decisions’, 
‘and to facilitate the appreciation of economic, social, 
demographic, and other matters of interest to …, and to 
the general public.’ (Statistics Act 1975, section 3(1))

• Many, but not all, produced by Statistics NZ
• Often an international obligation to produce



Key (Tier One) Official Statistics

Agreed set of New Zealand’s key social and economic 
indicators:

• population (size, structure), vitals, housing, culture, 
identity, incomes

• health & safety, labour force, education, justice
• national economy, financial sector, imports & 

exports, prices and inflation, 
• business demographics, retail and wholesale trade
• manufacturing, energy, tourism, environment, 

agriculture building, communication, science & 
technology, etc. 
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Why are official statistics so important?
- provide the backbone of social policy

Changes – over time

Changes – between cohorts

Labour
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and the backbone of economic policy

Business Demographics
and Dynamics

Business 
Accounts

National Accounts 
(GDP, etc)

Balance of 
Payments

Satellite Accounts 
(Tourism, Energy, Not 

for Profit, Marine)

}
} Annual Indicators
}

Prices

(CPI, PPI, etc)

Monthly

(Food Price Index, 
Retail Trade, 

Accommodation etc)

Quarterly

(Manufacturing, Building 
Activity, Wholesale Trade, 

Imports & Exports etc.)

Business Frame

}
} Sub-annual indicators
}



Characteristics of ‘official’ statistics?
Often statutory powers of collection

Have underlying international principles

Based on complex sample designs

Broad coverage (many variables – often high-level measures)

Large-scale (provide comparisons between groups)

Usually repeated regularly (provide long time series)

Internationally comparable (agreed standards, classifications, 
indexes)

Simple analysis provided by collectors (Univariate or bivariate)

Provide primary data source

High cost 
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United Nations Statistics Commission 
Fundamental Principles of Official Statistics 
(1994) – Summary
1. equal access to all to a comprehensive range of social and 

economic measures; 
2. professional and scientific processes for data collection, 

processing, storage and presentation; 
3. robust analyses and provision of metadata (information about the 

data); 
4. official advice of the misinterpretation or misuse of data; 
5. use of appropriate sources of data to maintain quality but minimize 

respondent burden; 
6. confidentiality of an individual’s information; 
7. transparency of policies and procedures: 
8. national coordination of official statistics; 
9. international comparability and 
10. international cooperation.



New Zealand Legislation
Statistics Act 1975
Defines:
• ‘official statistics’ - derived by Government from:
(a)Statistical surveys and
(b)Administrative /registration records -Section 3
• Statutory collection powers -Section 4
• Independence of Government statistician for 

‘first release’ and methods -Section 15.1
• Ministerial approval requirement for government 

surveys -Section 6(1)
• secrecy -Section 2.1, security -Section 37
• and confidentiality requirements -Section 37



Use of administrative and integrated datasets
Administrative data

Official statistics are often generated from administrative data systems
- use can reduce the burden on respondents
- these statistics are subject to the first section of the Statistics Act and to 
the Protocols and Principles developed for Tier 1 statistics. 

Integrated datasets

Cabinet meeting minute CAB (1997) M 31/14 records a decision to allow 
the integrating (merging) of administrative datasets from different sources 
for statistical purposes under the conditions that:

• each situation is evaluated on a case-by-case basis
• the matching of datasets be done by Statistics New Zealand
• Statistics New Zealand be the custodian of the resulting dataset
• a Privacy Impact Statement be prepared for each situation.



Privacy Act 1993
This Act also restricts access to, and use of, personal 

information.

• Applies to almost every person, business or organisation 
in New Zealand

• Has12 information privacy principles - dealing with 
collecting, holding, use and disclosure of personal 
information and assigning unique identifiers
(statistical purposes is often an exemption to these).

• Has 4 public register privacy principles - limit the manner 
in which information can be made available from these.

Is primarily concerned with protecting an individual’s, not a 
business’s privacy. 



Privacy Act Principles
(1) Collection purpose (collection need)
(2) No other sources of data (collection need)
(3) Informed respondents (informed consent)
(4) Legal, fair and non-intrusive means of collection (ethical)
(5) Data stored securely (security)
(6) Access protocols (access to personal data)
(7) Correction of data protocols (access to personal data)
(8) Accuracy checks (data quality)
(9) Retention protocols (security)
(10) Use for purposed collected (use of data)
(11) Disclosure protocols (confidentiality)
(12) Use of unique identifiers (data matching)



Balancing Privacy and Statistics Needs



Differences between privacy, security and 
confidentiality
Privacy: covers issues of collection, security, confidentiality and release of 
data about individuals.

Security: is about keeping data safe when collecting, transporting, 
processing, storing, analysing or publishing it including: 

• Validating respondents
• Validating the data provided 
• Transporting data 
• Storing records securely
• Controlling access to records (on a ‘need to know’ basis)
• Processing data (to remove identifying information)
• Having secure IT processes
• Destroying original forms after processing
• Secure archiving of ‘old’ datasets.

Confidentiality: is about not disclosing individual
personal or business data



Where in the statistical process 
do these apply?

� Privacy – at Input
Should we ask this? How should we ask it?

� Security –at Processing/Storage/Access
Who gets to see data? Where do we keep it?
(About People, Buildings, Networks)

� Confidentiality – at Output
What can people find out from published results?

Note: In the production of official statistics this applies to both 
individuals and undertakings (businesses, government agencies, local 
authorities, NGOs, etc.)



Confidentiality

- United Nations Principle 6:
- Statistics Act 1975 (Section 37(4))
• All statistical information published by the Statistician 

shall be arranged in such a manner as to prevent 

any particulars published from being identifiable by 

any person (other than the person whom those 

particulars were supplied) as particulars relating to 

any particular person or undertaking…
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Purpose of confidentialising data 

- maximise safety and usefulness

Safe

Unsafe
Useless Useful

The pocket

Raw 
dataset

No release



Ways of confidentialising data:

1. Microdata (unit record files):
The most sensitive type of data

- release of these files must be managed carefully.

• Need to mask unique or unusual records 
(may be isolated by using various combinations of variables on the file).
• Modify data either globally (entire dataset) or locally (only a few records)  
- by either changing it slightly or combining groups

•Examples (for Confidentialised Unit Record Files – CURFs):
Rounding: Actual Income=$2,109;      CURF income=$2,100
Adding Noise (Perturbating /Changing):
Actual Age=19;  CURF Age = 17, 18, 19, 20 or 21
Collapsing categories:
CURF Country of birth:1=NZ, 2=other
Capping: Actual Hours worked > 80; CURF Hours Worked = 80.



2. Confidentiality in tables:

Again can protect confidentiality by:
• Modification:  perturbing or rounding numbers

(e.g. Random rounding to base 3 in the Census)
• Aggregation: grouping categories or areas together

(Either collapsing categories or reclassifying) 
But additionally with tables we use:
• Suppression: deleting cells with small areas/counts (can lead to 

consequential cell suppression) 



Summary of relevant parts of Section 37A:

The Statistician may decide to release without disclosure protection:  
(a) Information supplied by a respondent of which disclosure is 

consented to in writing 
(b) Information available to the public under any Act or public 

document: (e.g. births/deaths)
(c) Information in the form of an index or list of the names and 

addresses of individual undertakings, together with the industrial 
classification allotted to them and the number of persons 
engaged:

(d) Details of external trade, movement of ships, and cargo handled 
at ports:

Statistics Act: Exceptions to confidentiality



STATISTICS NEW ZEALAND

Information NeedBurden on Respondents

ConfidentialityAccess

Information NeedPrivacy

OFFICIAL STATISTICS GENERALLY

Data MatchingPrivacy

ResponsiveObjective

Administrative UseStatistics Use

Official statistics - a balancing act



Discretion of the Government Statistician

The Statistics Act does provide the Government Statistician with some 
discretionary powers (Sections 14 and 37).

Government statisticians need to maintain trust and confidence in official 
statistics within the social, economic and political situation of their day.

Whether or not issues have been adequately addressed is often one of 
perception – may have the same impact on respondents or users as 
reality.

Government statisticians also use their discretion to balance professional 
independence over methodology and publication of official statistics with 
the needs of policy-makers.  
This has lead to some areas of challenge.



Recent Challenges to the ethics 

underlying official statistics

1. Direct challenges to specific UN Principles
– First release practices
– Confidentiality

2. Distinction between business and personal 
information 

– When personal opinions are requested in business 
surveys 

– For the self-employed with no employees

3. Special provisions for indigenous people (Maori)
– Oversampling, and 
– Release practices.



1. Challenge to ‘first release’ 

(UN Principle 1)
Set in the political environment of late 1990s

– Statistics New Zealand (SNZ) had a Purchaser-
provider model:
75% of funding direct from Government
25% from external sources (other agency funded 
surveys)

– Agencies wanted to use SNZ to collect data 
(Compulsory collection  and High response) but 
retain ‘Ownership’ of data and have (Ministerial) 
Control of first-release of outputs

– SNZ tried to accommodate agencies 
(compromise) but only within the principles of 
official statistics.

Stage was set for inter-agency controversy



Case I:
LisNZ (longitudinal survey of immigrants) 
–Seen  by Labour Dept as informing research and policy, 
not producing overall migration statistics 

Government Statistician used his discretion to:
–Allow the Dept of Labour (Immigration Service) to

• Issue a series of statistical releases 
• Obtain and hold anonymised survey datasets

New Government Statistician (2000)
–Wanted standard practices

• First release only by the National Statistics Office (SNZ)
• NO sharing of data prior to this release

Considered withdrawing from LisNZ agreement

Legal decision confirmed previous agreement binding



Case II:
Another government agency sought
–to have a survey conducted by Statistics New Zealand
–but control questionnaire development 
–and receive a dataset on completion of the fieldwork. 

Resulting dispute led to 2001 Government minute 
"that in principle …the purchasing department or agency has 
the right of first release". 
Countered by Statistics New Zealand in 2002
– using UN PRINCIPLES as the base for their arguments

-Led to Major Review of Statistics New Zealand that
- Confirmed its leadership role for all official statistics
- Principles and protocols for producers of Tier 1 official statistics
- Advisory Committee on Official Statistics reporting to the Minister
- Allowed pre-release access to specified researchers or analysts 

from other government agencies where they could help validate 
the data, and were sworn under the Statistics Act. 



Challenge to confidentiality assurance

International Survey (of institutions) example:

• international agency set the collection method, 
- and disseminated the data 

• individual country agencies conducted the survey, 
- and gave confidentiality commitments 

Survey NOT run by national statistics office (by another 
agency) so not protected by Statistics Act)

A journalist formally requested (from the Ombudsman) the list of
participating institutions. 

Government Agency involved needed Statistics New Zealand 
support to withhold information.



2. Distinction between personal and 

business data

Case I: In the international survey above managers of 
surveyed institutions were asked for their views about clients.

- Is this personal data (subject to the Privacy  Act) or 
business data?

Case II: Two thirds (68% in 2008) of enterprises on Statistics 
New Zealand business frame are self-employed with no 
employees. 
For them business income (subject to business confidentiality 
provsions) = personal income (subject to Privacy Act).

Statistics New Zealand treats this data as business data BUT
exempts these individuals from Household Economics Survey.



3. Special provisions for Maori

• High level of targeting of social policy interventions has 
led to  demand for good-quality statistics for Maori 

(comparable with non-Maori - equivalent explanatory power)

Initial Statistics New Zealand responses have been to
1. over-sample Maori in household surveys (HLFS)
Ethical question – should we place different response burdens 

on different groups of the population?

2. provide special outputs for Maori authorities (Iwi Profiles) 
Ethical question – ensuring equal access for iwi members (or 

the public?)



Case 1: Over-sampling Maori

Currently in household surveys 
• define Primary Sampling Units (PSUs) with > 12% Maori 
adults as high Maori PSUs
• sample these with a higher (twice) probability of selection 
than other PSUs.

Effect? Modest
Over-sampling should result in 13.7% Maori (2.5% increase)

- but achieved percentage is just 11.5% before weighting

Over-sampling just makes up for differential under-coverage 
and non-response of Maori.



Case 2: Special outputs for Iwi

Again a reflection of the political environment of the time:
• 1990 Runanga Iwi Act passed 

- allowed iwi authorities to deliver government services.  
- widely criticized by Maori for 

‘overlooking pan-tribal organisations in urban areas’ 
• Inclusion of  iwi question in 1991 Census (first since 1901) 

- gave rise to some controversy within and among iwi. 
• Change of government at end of 1990

-Repeal of the Runanga Iwi Act in 1991
• No longer a strong government need for iwi information. 
• But at same time were a series of significant financial 
settlements between Government and individual iwi.
• First Statistics New Zealand response: 

Early release of some Census information –simultaneously to 
Government and one iwi authority.



Second Statistics New Zealand 

response: Special Iwi Profiles
Profiles were viewed as special but free customer requests
• 1991 Census - 33 profiles provided directly to all iwi with    

1,000+ members
- profiles were private to that iwi
- requests for copies referred to the iwi authority

• 1996 Census - similar but a bit more promotion of existence
• 2001 Census – Maori Statistics Advisory Group agreed 
profiles should be made available on request to Statistics NZ

- for iwi that don’t consent, profile not produced
• 2006 Census – reduced content in Iwi Profiles

The ETHICS of collecting and providing information for just 
one section of the population have been considered, 
reconsidered and reconsidered again 
– moved from restricting access to reducing content.
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New balancing acts for Statistics NZ

STATISTICS NEW ZEALAND

Good quality 
information

Equitable response 
burden

Right of a collective 
to its own 
information 

Principle of access 
to all to official 
statistics



Lessons learnt:
1. Discretionary decisions of one Government Statistician 

can bind others.
2. Ongoing need to keep Government and its agencies 

informed about UN principles and the reasons for them
(committee processes can help build trust).

3. Withdraw from tendering for surveys.
4. International surveys can create potential confidentiality 

protection problems for small countries.
5. May need confidentiality protections for all official statistics 

(not just those produced by Statistics New Zealand).
6. Ongoing ethical issue - when should economic data be 

treated as personal data?
7. Over-sampling is not a simple solution to quality concerns. 
8. Handle ‘equal access for all’ principle with care.



Questions and comments

Thank you

Sharleen.forbes@vuw.ac.nz


