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A CLASSIC DEFINITION OF POLITICAL 

INTERFERENCE (Prewitt, 2010)

« Political interference is the attempt to gain partisan or regional 

advantage by shaping the production of a statistical product against 

the judgment of a non-partisan and apolitical statistical agent. More 

specifically, I define political interference as including:

1. The politically motivated suppression of an agency's responsibility to 

offer its best judgment on how to most accurately and reliably measure a 

given phenomenon;

2. The politically motivated decision to prevent an agency from using 

state-of the-art science;

3. The politically motivated insistence on preclearance of a major 

statistical product that is based on state-of-the-art science. » 



TYPES OF POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (1)

Political discretion over statistical matters

- citizenship question in the US 2020 census: over the 

Bureau of Census’s advice that it would affect 

participation

- 2011 long form census in Canada, obligation or not: over 

StatCan’s advice that it would lower participation and 

quality



TYPES OF POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (2)

Manipulation of data in the course of their production

- CPI in Argentina, 2005- …: basket content, sampling, 

rounding

- debt and deficit statistics in Greece, 2000-2010: lack 

of information, unwillingness to comply with ESA 

rules, deliberate misreporting, …



TYPES OF POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (3)

Judicial proceedings

- the undercount controversy in the 1990 US 
census: has set a pattern where significant 
resources are dedicated to legal defence

- the Georgiou affair in Greece: redefining 
statistical issues in the language of crimes and 
misdemeanours



TYPES OF POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (4)

Methodological “sloppiness”

- Japan’s monthly labour survey (2019): sampling, data 

collection

Not to be confounded with genuine methodological 

controversy:

- unemployment in France (2007)

- real and perceived inflation in Italy (2000)



TYPES OF POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (5)

Misuse of data to address public opinion

- crime statistics in the UK and elsewhere

- pre-release access to ministers (?): possibility of spin   



PROTECTIONS AGAINST 

POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (1)

Legal commitments

- independence entrenched in law (23 OECD 

countries, 7 correlates, 5 no)

- government official (written) commitments

- credible monitoring bodies (ex.: UKSA)



PROTECTIONS AGAINST 

POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (2)

Professional instruments

- codes of practice (FPOS, ESCP, national codes)

- quality frameworks and assessments

- peer reviews (2 Eurostat rounds) 



PROTECTIONS AGAINST 

POLITICAL INTERFERENCE (3)

Naming and shaming

- calling on the (international) epistemic 

community

- admonishing misuse of data

- decertifying data 



MEASURING STATISTICAL INDEPENDENCE







CONCLUSIONS

Importance of the epistemic community: national, 

regional, international (Generic law on official 

statistics)

The “(re-)starting from scratch” effect: former 

Eastern European countries, Greece post-2010

Problem: distinguishing “projected image” from 

“living reality” 


