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Why African Stats Are Often Wrong
AUGUST 4, 2014
Amanda Glassman and Justin Sandefur
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As African leaders meet in Washington this week, one issue is not on the agenda: the poor quality of basic
economic and social data in the region. Maybe this year’s GDP re-base in Nigeria, which resulted in an 89
percent increase, was a tip-off? While inconvenient to the #AfricaAscending narrative around town, our
recent work suggests that many basic data are in fact systematically distorted.
In our paper, we nd that misrepresentation of national statistics in
education and health does not occur merely by accident or because of a
lack of analytical capacity — at least not always — but rather that
systematic bias in administrative data systems stems from incentives of
data producers to overstate development progress.

Administrative and Survey Data Don’t Match
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Comparing administrative and survey data across 46 surveys in 21 African
countries, we nd a bias toward overreporting school enrollment growth
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in administrative data. The average change in enrollment is roughly onethird higher (3.1 percentage points) in administrative than survey data (an
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optimistic bias that is completely absent in data outside Africa. Delving
into the data from two of the worst offenders, Kenya and Rwanda, shows
that the divergence of administrative and survey data series was
concomitant with the shift from bottom-up nance of education via user
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fees to top-down nance through per-pupil central government grants.
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This highlights the interdependence of public nance systems and the
integrity of administrative data systems. Difference-in-differences
regressions on the full sample con rm that the gap between
administrative and survey of just 2.4 percentage points before countries abolished user fees grew
signi cantly by roughly 10 percentage points afterward.
Donors also play a role. In 2000, GAVI Alliance offered eligible African
countries a xed payment per additional child immunized against
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diphtheria-tetanus-pertussis (DTP3), based on reports from national
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administrative data systems. Building on earlier analysis by Lim et al.

Data: Evidence from African

(2008), we show evidence that this policy induced upward bias in the
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reported level of DTP3 coverage amounting to a 5 percent overestimate of
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coverage rates across 41 African countries.

Delivering on the Data

It’s Not Just Education and Health

Revolution in Sub-Saharan

Other work by Justin suggests that of cial estimates of consumer price
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indices have been inaccurate, and — once correcting for these accuracies
— rates of growth and poverty reduction in Africa are modestly slower on average than published estimates
based on of cial data.
Inaccuracies in basic data are due in part to perverse incentives created by connecting data to nancial or
reputational rewards without checks and balances. But the problem of inaccuracy is also related to political
interference and statistical agencies that have been inadequately and inconsistently funded over the years.
Together, these factors make up a political economy of bad data.
To get to a political economy of good data, our joint working group report with the African Population and
Health Research Centre lays out some ideas: (i) fund more and differently; (ii) build institutions that can
produce accurate, unbiased data; and (iii) prioritize the accuracy, timeliness and availability of the basic
data on births and deaths; growth and poverty; sickness, safety and schooling; and land and environment,
that policymakers and citizens can use to generate real progress in development.
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CGD blog posts re ect the views of the authors drawing on prior research and experience in their areas of
expertise. CGD does not take institutional positions.
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Cutting through the layers of hype
surrounding blockchain
technology is tough work.
Underlying the buildup in
excitement, however, is a
remarkable tool that could, if
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Ahmad Abdullahi • 4 years ago

⚑
Hi, just recently; I was conducting my postgraduate thesis on capital education expenditure and primary school enrolment. I felt like most
of the data i got are inaccurate especially those concerning budgeted capital. There are many lapses in terms of recoding or I think a lot of
manuevers. It took me some times to find out till when I seriously compared the approved and implemented budgets. I think this is a
serious threat to the security of information sharing and I always believe one critical factor that accelerate the problem is insufficient
payments to the surveyors.
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Jake Grover • 4 years ago

⚑
"Donors also play a role. In 2000, GAVI Alliance offered eligible African countries a fixed payment per additional child immunized... [and]
we show evidence that this policy induced upward bias in the reported level of DTP3 coverage amounting to a 5 percent overestimate of
coverage rates across 41 African countries."
So what are the implications for COD aid of such a negative finding?
Bill Savedoff previously dismissed this as a concern - "None of the programs have encountered signs of perverse incentives or distorted
behaviors as a result of basing payments on outcomes.." - so I would be interested in your view on whether the potential for perverse
reporting incentives is systemic or limited to this program... and more importantly, if it is something that can be avoided with smart(er)
programming, as Bill goes on to say in that same blog: "it is possible to mitigate such risks with well-designed outcome indicators and
verification procedures."
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What is the Role for the UNDP in Development?

Lessons from East Asia and Pacific: Improved Learning
Outcomes, Economic Growth, and Equitable Development
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Otega Gerald — Am Ochaya Gerald from South Sudan. On issue that
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matters, as mentioned before in LinkedIn, the global changes on
several businesses are being influenced by the 17 goals permitted …

Patricia Arregui — will it be available later on as a recorded video?

The Mongolian Millions: What Can We Learn from the Making
of a Multinational Tax Avoidance Scandal?

Fighting Corruption Is Dangerous: Ngozi Okonjo Iwaela Joins
Us to Discuss The Story Behind the Headlines
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GSo — I did not understand how a coppermine could produce VAT

The Trib3sman — Madam, there are millions of Nigerians, tens of

revenue for a state, as indicated in the table and diagram. I found the
explanation in the IMF report on page 33-34: The Mongolian …

millions of them who believed in you from the beginning until this day.
You did very well. You did very very well! I am a witness. Many …
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