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How it started — a global collaboration

A community effort across the official-statistics world
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Introduction



Ethics — what is new?

Ethical questions are ancient. What has changed is the context NSOs now work in.

More data

NSOs hold far more data than before - richer, but 
higher-stakes.

New technologies

Growing dependence on cloud computing and 
artificial intelligence.

Shifting public perception

What was once acceptable may now meet 
scepticism or disapproval.

New roles

Many NSOs are becoming data stewards for the 
whole public sector.



What the publication is — and is not

It is NOT

• a replacement for existing ethical guidelines

• a prescriptive guide or set of binding rules

It IS meant to

• shed light on emerging ethical issues

• encourage all staff to actively engage

• help build a strong ethical culture across the 

organization
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Foundations for a resilient 
ethical mindset in official 
statistics



A resilient ethical mindset

Being prepared for the challenges we haven't met yet.

Mindset

The habits of thought practitioners bring to 
their work - not a checklist, but a way of 
approaching decisions.

Resilient

Able to reason well under new, uncertain 
conditions not fully covered by existing 
guidance  the opposite of “brittle.”

Resilience comes from the foundations that already shape everyday work, before any “case” ever arises.



Four foundations for the everyday mindset

Laws & regulations

Establish authority, mandates and guardrails - but define 
only minimum requirements.

UN Fundamental Principles of Official 
Statistics

Core values: impartiality, professional independence, 
confidentiality, public good.

Quality frameworks

GSBPM, NQAF operationalize trustworthiness through 
process, governance and outputs.

Professional ethical guidance

Guidance (e.g. ASA) supports judgment where the others 
are not specific enough.

No single foundation is enough - resilience comes from understanding how they work together, and where judgment is required.



Ethical reasoning is unavoidable

Foundations usually align — but they can conflict and point in different directions.

Quality

vs

Privacy
Quality may call for more detailed data, 
while privacy calls for restraint.

A single number

vs

Honest caveats
A policymaker wants one figure; 
professional ethics require appropriate 
caveats.

A resilient ethical mindset shows itself not in finding exceptions, but in reasoning responsibly through genuine 
tensions.
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Ethical considerations in the 
work of NSOs



Where ethical considerations arise

In the activities of an NSO, ethical considerations can arise:

In statistical production

Considerations arise at each of the eight 
GSBPM phases. Different teams own 

different phases — so awareness must be 
broad.

In broader NSO activities

The GAMSO model spans Strategy & 
Leadership, Capacity Development, 

Corporate Support and Production — all 
shape the ethical culture.

In evolving technology

AI, quantum and cloud computing, open-
source, workforce and environmental 

impacts make standard questions evolve.
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Managing and applying ethics 
in statistical organizations



Ethics management = formal system + culture

Policies alone do not prevent misconduct. Ethics must guide everyday decisions, and leadership must make it visible.

Formal system
Codes, standards, training, reporting 

mechanisms
+

Ethical culture
Values lived in daily practice & leadership 

example

Sustainable
trust

Applies everywhere

Administration, production and 
communication alike.

Promotes the core

Integrity, fairness, accountability, social 
responsibility.

Shared awareness

Responsibilities understood at every level of 
the organization.



Governance, oversight and operational tools

Governance framework
Value statements, a Code of Ethics, and a Code of Conduct set standards from 
broad principles down to specific situations.

Institutional oversight
An Ethics Committee plans strategy and policy; an Ethics Officer promotes 
knowledge, manages training and investigates issues.

Operational tools
Confidential whistleblowing channels, due-diligence checks on partners, and 
self-assessment before launching projects.

Critical success factors: authority • a clear mandate • adequate resources.



Ethics risk management - a continuous cycle

1

Scope & context

External and internal factors, 
stakeholder expectations.

2

Assess risk

Identify, analyze, evaluate and 
prioritize; inherent vs. residual risk.

3

Treat risk

Avoid, mitigate, transfer or accept; 
controls and documentation.

4

Monitor & review

Track incidents, audit, update 
registers, adjust policies.

Wrapped throughout by communication & consultation and by recording & reporting - keeping the whole process 
transparent.
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Ethical dilemmas



Real-world dilemmas from NSOs

Illustrations of decision-making, with stakeholders, stakes, process and outcome.

New data sources

Privacy vs. quality and cost.

Credit-card & cash-register data (Norway); 

electricity data for the 2026 Census 

(Australia).

Disaggregated data

Data sovereignty & harm vs. better 
policy.

Disaggregated Data Action Plan (Canada); 

pandemic curfew unrest (Netherlands); 

Māori Data Governance (New Zealand).

Linkage & integration

NSO neutrality vs. richer decisions.

Micro-data for decision-making (Finland); 

SIM→SIGMA transition (Istat); custom 

linkage requests (Canada).
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Culture and communication



Culture and communication

Why culture matters

Culture shapes how people actually behave. Formal 
governance is not enough; trust depends on lived 
practice, not just written policy.

Leadership sets the tone

What leaders do matters more than what they say. 
Make ethics visible in decisions, use ethical language, 
and admit mistakes openly.

A lived experience

Onboarding signals expectations; training explains rules, 
culture makes them real. Guidance must be easy to 
access, practical, relevant.

Communicating with the public

Every citizen has the right to understand official 
statistics: timely, transparent, plain language —
accessibility as the default.
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Conclusions and future 
challenges



Looking ahead — challenges to navigate

The need to uphold ethical standards will only grow - pressures arise from outside the NSO and from within.

E X T E R N A L  P R E S S U R E S

I N T E R N A L  P R E S S U R E S

Political polarization

A more divided society makes impartiality 
harder to demonstrate and to defend.

Mis/disinformation

False narratives, increasingly amplified by AI,  
compete with official figures.

Cyber security threats

Rising threats raise the stakes for protecting 
data and confidentiality.

An expanding role

More partnerships and analytical products 
test the boundaries of NSO neutrality.

Reuse & consent

“Collect once, use many” raises hard 
questions about generic consent.

Shrinking budgets

Tighter resources force hard choices about 
which activities to prioritize.



An Ethics Community of Practice

A practical follow-up to the Expert Meeting on Ethics in March 2026 – a UNECE Task Team to think through emerging dilemmas together.

20
M E M B E R S  A N D  G R O W I N G

Members come from different countries and 

organisations. New members are warmly 

welcome!

H O W  W E  W O R K

1
Meets 3-4 times a year
Occasional webinars also remain a possibility.

2
One-hour working discussions
On emerging dilemmas - seeking joint solutions and sharing country 
examples.

3
Confidential and small
A trusted setting that keeps discussion open, especially on sensitive 
issues.



Thank you!

Tetyana Kolomiyets  (UNECE)
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