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The problem with the data revolution in four
Venn diagrams

With its poor understanding of data, the recent report from Ban Ki
Moon’s independent advisory group is not a practical roadmap

Morten Jerven
Wed 17 Dec 2014 14.08 GMT
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 The limits of the data revolution: not everything that counts can be counted. Photograph: Alamy

In August, UN secretary-general Ban Ki Moon named his independent expert
advisory group, 24 experts tasked with providing recommendations on how
best to use data to deliver the sustainable development goals.

In a press release at the time, Ban said: “The data revolution is giving the
world powerful tools that can help usher in a more sustainable future. The
recommendations of the group will be important inputs to the post-2015
debate and our efforts to shape an ambitious yet achievable vision.”

On 6 November, those recommendations were published in a report entitled
A world that counts, a cleverly crafted motivational manifesto, but by no
means a practical roadmap on how to apply a “data revolution” to the future
development agenda.

I have previously written about this in more detail, but essentially, the
report’s key weakness is that it conflates several terms, and assumes
automatic relationships between things such as “counting” and “knowing”.

Using four Venn diagrams, I’ve tried to illustrate some of the main
misconceptions.

Not everything that counts can be counted

The report strongly suggests that everything that matters can be counted. We
know that this is not true. If the guiding principle for the sustainable
development goals is to make decisions as if everything can be counted, the
end result will be very misleading.

Data is not the same as statistics

The “data revolution” hype is just one of many places where the difference
between statistics and data is misunderstood. Data is not the same as
numbers. Data literally mean ‘what is given’, so when we speak of data we
are talking about observations – quantitative or qualitative, or even figurative
- that can be used to get information.

To keep talking about data when we mean statistics may sound better, but it
only leads to confusion. The report (pdf) calls on the UN to establish “a
process whereby key stakeholders create a Global Consensus on Data”. What
is that supposed to mean? That statement is meaningless if you exchange the
word “data” with “observations”, “knowledge” or ‘evidence’. It can,
however, make sense if you talk about “statistics”.

International organisations do have a natural role when it comes to
developing global standards for official statistics. Reaching a global
consensus on how observations and evidence constitute knowledge is futile. 

More data does not mean better decisions

The report also says demanding more data will lead to better decisions. That
is a statement of belief, and not a theory of change. What is often thought of
as “evidence-based policy” turns out to be ‘policy-based evidence’. In other
words, the body of statistics we have today is a result of policy decisions
made yesterday.

The point is that we do not know how changes in statistics will change
policy, and that uncertainty should raise the following questions: how much
we should invest in numbers and what type of metrics we should invest in?

There are other methods to knowing than through counting

The report says: “Whole groups of people are not being counted and
important aspects of people’s lives and environmental conditions are still not
measured” and then this: “Never again should it be possible to say “we
didn’t know”. No one should be invisible. This is the world we want – a world
that counts.”

I understand the enthusiasm, but I want to warn against hubris. This is
certainly not the world I want but I also think it should always be possible to
say: “We didn’t know”. Numbers, or the act of counting, does not guarantee
objectivity nor does it always make us wiser. It is a testament to the richness
of life, and the poverty of numbers, that all things cannot be counted.

A version of this piece was first published on Jerven’s blog.

Morten Jerven is associate professor at Simon Fraser University. Follow
@mjerven on Twitter
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Hi Morten, thanks for the blog and for the various others you've done thoughtfully addressing the
issues we raise in the IEAG report. You raise some important points, but there are a couple of
misunderstandings about the report, so I thought I'd address them here.

Firstly, the 'data and statistics' point. I completely agree that they are different - in fact, we were
careful in the report to be clear which we were discussing. But our report is not just about statistics,
it's about data, and about the information which is made from data, such as statistics.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines data as 'facts and statistics collected together for reference or
analysis'. The Latin root ('what is given'), implying a broader and more passive definition, is interesting
but not terribly useful here. The key difference between the two is that, for the OED and for the IEAG,
it is the deliberate act of collecting together the observations, the facts, that makes them data. One of
the key aspects of the 'data revolution' is the increasing volume and variety of those facts.

It is precisely because data is not the same as statistics, and because the world of data is changing and
expanding so fast, that some global thinking about how data is collected is needed. This is not about
rules for statistics - those already exist, and can be refined and developed in the UN statistical
commission and elsewhere. But nor is it some theoretical point about the nature of evidence. Rather,
there are very specific questions about how data is assembled, who owns it, and who has the right to
use it (to turn it into statistics, if you like), on which there is a dangerous lack of clarity and where
some people involved are deeply anxious about possible risks primarily to privacy and to human rights.

On the two points about 'counting' - I completely agree that not everything can be counted, and that
some of those things that can't still matter. It would have been interesting to get into a more
existential debate about the nature and limits of measurement, but I am not sure that it is the role of
the UN to arbitrate on that matter. Our remit was to suggest ways to make the counting bit work
better, so that the data and information produced can be put to practical use. Exploring beyond those
limits is important, but does not invalidate the point that where things can be counted, it should be
done well.

On the third point about evidence and action. We have scattered several examples through the report
of where better data, turned into useful information did lead to improved outcomes. There are many
examples of innovations that people wanted us to put in which we rejected because they did not show
a link to outcomes. I'm not sure a 'theory of change' is the answer here - I doubt there's one grand
theory which would explain how and why in all circumstances better data can lead to better policy.
But without data the job of those who do want to advocate for and design and monitor better policies
is all the harder.

All the people on the group, many of whom have decades of experience in producing and using data
for policy, agreed that it's necessary but not sufficient. Again, the report was about better data not
about better policy - had we been writing that report, then data would still have a place but a much
smaller one I suspect.

This is clearly a debate that will run and run - and in some ways it's the possibility of multiple
interpretations that makes this so interesting. Look forward to continued discussions! Claire

Morton Jerven's second Venn diagram implies that he has found a way to make statistics without data.
I don't think that was his point, but it shows what happens when an overly cute idea turns
tendentious. As Claire Melamed points out in her thoughtful comment, the distinction between "data"
and "statistics" is neither linguistically nor practically clear, nor is it terribly important. Indeed,
Jerven's four Venn diagrams trivialize more than they elucidate an important discussion about how to
gather the data needed to make and implement good policies, criticize bad policies, and monitor
outcomes, and how to ensure that our rapidly growing capacity to gather and analyze data serves the
public interest. The Secretary General's report on the "data revolution," which Jerven deprecates, is a
good place to start.

Eric Swanson 
www.opendatawatch.com

Dear Eric,

My name is Morten. Not Morton.

I am surprised.

1. Of course there are statistics that are disseminated widely that are not based on data. That's
part of the problem. Data means information. I think you should know very well (because I
think I am talking to Eric Swanson, formerly of the Development Data Group in the World Bank)
that there are lots of numbers, that are portrayed as statistics, but that are not firmly based on
data. There are also statistics that do not convey information, but project political projects and
priorities.

2. On the contrary. As also Claire agrees. Data and Statistics are not the same. The difference is
terribly important. As an lifelong collector and disseminator of numbers you may be projecting
your own bias here. But there are many ways of having information and evidence - data - on
development, that does not include counting and quantifying. By adopting such narrow and
misleading language one does effectively shut down very important information flows. That's
not progressive.
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