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 Background 
This guide has been developed to assist national statistical offices (NSOs) during the lockdown and 

contingency measures implemented by governments worldwide as a response to the COVID-19 

pandemic in 2020.  

PARIS21 recognises that the national statistical systems (NSSs) in least developed countries and fragile 

contexts have very limited institutional and technical capacities to sustain basic statistical operations 

in this crisis. To reconcile emerging data demands from policymakers and citizens, the urgent priority 

for NSOs is to move towards remote operations and accelerated digitalisation to the extent possible. 

Furthermore, the pandemic is likely to exploit durable structural challenges related to coordination, 

governance and financing in NSSs (PARIS21, 2020). Under these constraints, key strategic and long-

term undertakings, like the development of a National Strategy for Development of Statistics (NSDS) 

or a Statistics Law, may suffer from considerable delays or even cancellations. In order to mitigate 

these disruptions, PARIS21 is proposing this guide as one of its multiple tools to support partner 

countries.  

This guide is meant to be a complementary aide to countries. For the existing international guidelines 

on NSDS development or Disaster-Related Statistics Frameworks, please consult the point 5. 

References.  

1.1. PARIS21 Remote Services 
PARIS21 is currently delivering remote services in the following areas: 

1. Preparation of an NSDS 

2. Preparation of a National Statistics Act 

3. Preparation of a Gender Statistics Assessment 

4. Capacity development 

Eligibility for remote engagement subject to availability and buy-in from senior management in the 

NSO, availability of key partners, access to appropriate teleworking tools and services. 

1.2. How to use this guide 
 specifically targets countries that PARIS21 will continue to support remotely for their NSS-

wide operations in the time of COVID-19 (those countries that agreed to continue with the 
activities despite the lockdowns/quarantine) 

 provides a general perspective of what activities may be covered through the PARIS21 support 
and offers indicative guidance for selected strategic processes (e.g., NSDS) adapted to remote 
engagement strategy. 

 provides a set of recommendations and practical solutions for NSOs to provide an immediate 

response to the effects of COVID-19 crisis on its strategic operations and long-term planning 

activities through crisis mitigation, crisis management, enhanced communication and 

business continuity.  

Despite having been conceptualized as a response to COVID-19 situation, this document will be 

updated and adapted in the future to offer a viable strategy for PARIS21 interventions in emergency 

environments where options for physical presence are limited.  In such case, it will be revised based 

on lessons learned from the countries. 



April 2020  
 

4 
 

 Major considerations  
While lockdown measures have been implemented in many of PARIS21’s partner countries, some of 

them may pursue semi-normal operations (e.g. office work in place) and strategic planning. For 

countries that imposed a remote working environment together with a business continuity plan, the 

precondition for applying this guide will be to ensure that the key staff is equipped to work remotely 

via supporting tools and technologies, including, but not limited to, availability of networked 

computers, internet connection, access to online communication software (and basic skills to use it).  

The continuity process will also be facilitated if the key policy documents and major sectoral and NSS 

assessments (in case of an NSDS) are already in place.  

Possible risks affecting strategic planning operations may include a low IT capacity of participating 

agencies, slowed-down exchange and a weakened communication between parties, which can 

considerably affect timelines. The overall attention and the buy-in of the government and key 

stakeholders as well as development partners may also shift in crisis, altering feasibility where NSOs 

are otherwise capacitated and willing. 

 Key principles  
Key principles that can guide your institution to continue strategic activities in crisis: 

a) Ensuring safety of your staff and the continuity of basic operations through remote 
working arrangements; 

b) Planning ahead, anticipating the possible trajectories of the crisis, and developing the 
necessary tools, procedures, and organisational changes ahead of time – not waiting until 
the crisis is at its apex to operationalize strategies for mitigation;  

c) Understanding that transparency and effective communication is essential for changing 
attitudes and behaviours and is therefore an important part of crisis mitigation;  

d) Seeking new partnerships and strengthening the existing ones can be beneficial, to the 
extent it is not slowing down your operations. Reach out to actors who have ready 
solutions and expertise, including those outside the NSS, like development partners, 
research institutions, civil society and the private sector to maximise synergies;  

e) Adopting a bootstrapped approach to multistakeholder activities. The crisis is likely to 
affect your institution as much as partner agencies and organisations in your country. On 
the one hand, the collaboration with other agencies can facilitate knowledge-sharing and 
achieving sustainable results. On the other hand, the communication and responsiveness 
of other stakeholders can be severely affected by the crisis. The NSO’s readiness to 
embark on the “ground work” and its willingness to pursue consistent follow-ups is key in 
the process. The NSO might need to limit the consultative processes to those partner 
agencies, which are ready or able to cooperate effectively in crisis conditions. In cases 
where reduced cooperation may compromise implementation, remote engagement may 
not be viable; and 

f) Seeing the challenges of the new situation as an opportunity for change. Adverse 
conditions can accelerate innovation and bring efficiency gains by, inter alia, challenging 
institutions to improve organizational arrangements, use resources more efficiently and 
communicate effectively. Crises also provide an opportunity for an NSO to “reinforce its 
brand and demonstrate the organization’s commitment to integrity and transparency in 
concrete and visible terms” (UNECE, 2019). 
 

It is worth noting that even under normal operating conditions these principles pose a considerable 

challenge for NSOs. Following the onset of the crisis, the option of discovering new ways of working, 
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and strengthening the implementation of these principles represents not only a process of coping and 

mitigation, but also improving “disaster preparedness” for future events of this kind. 

 Main steps 
The approach to pursuing the coordination and data planning in an emergency can be summarised in 

the following steps: 

  

These steps, described in detail in the next sections, are loosely based on the structure of “disaster 

risk reduction characteristic activities (DRRCA)” of UNESCAP “Disaster-related Statistics Framework” 

(UNESCAP, 2018) and incorporate steps of the NSDS process (PARIS21, 2018) as well as the crisis 

communication principles of UNECE “Strategic Communication Framework for Statistical Institutions” 

(UNECE, 2019).  

4.1. First stage – Crisis mitigation 
The first reaction to the crisis linked to the whole-government response will be ensuring the safety of 

staff. The consequent actions should aim at assuring the connectivity and working arrangements of 

key staff in order to continue essential services. In specific cases of major disruption in the functioning 

of government agencies, the process of pursuing multi-stakeholder projects may not be possible. The 

NSO should assess and evaluate the feasibility of such endeavours. 

The following Crisis Mitigation actions specific to the strategic operations should be undertaken: 

a) The first step in attempting to pursue strategic operations in a crisis is to prepare a rapid 

feasibility and capacity assessment, looking at the potential risks and threats, which could 

potentially impede your undertaking; bearing in mind that a re-assessment may be needed at 

a later stage in a rapidly evolving environment.  

 GOOD PRACTICE: PARIS21’s “Capacity Development 4.0 guidelines” (PARIS21, 2020) 

can be of help to explore the capacities at hand and identify immediate needs. 

b) Identify key stakeholders and assess risks and threats in pursing your project, taking into 

account the capacities of your institution, as well as those of key stakeholders in the process. 

Outreach to essential partners should begin at the earliest possible stage to understand their 

present operating conditions.  

c) Identify key development partners that could provide complementary remote technical 

guidance and support. 

Business 
continuity

Crisis 
management 

and 
communication

Crisis 
mitigation

https://paris21.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/UNV003_Guidelines%20for%20Capacity%20Development%20PRINT_0.pdf
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d) If the assessment leads you to a conclusion that it is possible to continue your project, develop 

a preliminary operational plan, including a notional timeline for activities, assignment of roles 

and responsibilities, identification of primary communication mechanisms, etc. 

4.2. Second stage – Crisis management and communication  
a) Reach out to key stakeholders to inform them about your goals and prompt them to 

designate technical focal points in their institutions for an effective cooperation.  

 GOOD PRACTICE: Exchange with your stakeholders on a regular basis, not only by 

email, but by also using more interactive means, like phone or video. 

b) Prepare a detailed emergency-roadmap,  including: 

 Detailed actions (i.e. revise your pre-crisis Action Plan to adjust it to the new 

settings). 

 For each action, designate a responsible entity and a technical focal point 

 For each action, specify a timeline (by day or week) 

  GOOD PRACTICE: Align your actions to the key government policies put in 

place, in order to secure financing and political support. Make sure you 

allow flexibility to your timeline, taking into account that partnering 

agencies need to adjust to the new situation 

c) Establish a safe and easy-to-use platform, accessible to all technical focal points, where you 

can place a repository of key documents, plan and timeline (see Annex of this document).  

e) Designate a communications focal point, who, in consultation with your leadership, should 

develop and implement a crisis communications plan that includes:  

 key messages that describe how your organisation is responding to the crisis as well 

as how you are continuing to work;  

 protocols regarding how to handle media and public inquiries and responsible 

persons;  

 an overview of relevant resources and materials relevant to the crisis topic; and  

 protocols regarding adjusted internal communications channels, tools, platforms and 

procedures. 

 GOOD PRACTICE: Explore the possibility of a wider reach communication through 

radio, TV, or social networks etc. For a comprehensive overview of crisis 

communication strategies consult UNECE “Strategic Communications Framework for 

Statistical Institutions” (UNECE, 2019). 

d) Share the emergency-roadmap with the stakeholders for their comments. 

 GOOD PRACTICE: While bilateral exchanges facilitate decision taking, it is also good 

to communicate with a broader group of stakeholders at the same time to make 

sure everyone is informed and understands their role. PARIS21 NSDS guidelines 

(PARIS21, 2018) provide a systematic advice on how to prepare an NSDS roadmap. 

4.3. Third stage – Business continuity for strategic operations 
e) Set up virtual thematic meetings with cluster agencies/ministries for the process of 

strategic planning  

f) Consolidate the feedback gathered from stakeholders and identify an action plan, including 

costing where necessary 

g) Proactively communicate your agency’s efforts within the context of the crisis in order to 

inform your stakeholders and educate the public about the role of official statistics in 

responding to the crisis  

h) Review and validate preliminary set of proposed actions  

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/2019/7_Strategic_commmunication_framework_for_consultation.pdf
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/2019/7_Strategic_commmunication_framework_for_consultation.pdf
https://nsdsguidelines.paris21.org/node/312
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i) Prepare a draft document (e.g. NSDS strategic framework or draft statistics bill)  

j) Organise the validation session (or referendum) to obtain the approval of the draft project 

document and further solicit recommendations from stakeholders  

 GOOD PRACTICE: Preparation of key policy documents requires validation of all 

parties involved. A face-to-face validation workshop might be replaced by an online 

voting 

k) Prepare a dissemination and communication plan 

l) Finalise your project 

m) Prepare a policy document  

n) Publish your final document and make sure you communicate it to your stakeholders but 

also to the broad audience (implement your dissemination and communication plan). 

 

 References 
Caribean Development Bank. (2009). Disaster Management Strategy and Operational Guidelines. 

Retrieved from https://www.caribank.org/sites/default/files/publication-

resources/DiMSOG-2009.pdf 

PARIS21. (2018). NSDS Guidelines. Retrieved from https://nsdsguidelines.paris21.org 

PARIS21. (2020). Combating COVID-19 with Data: What Role for National Statistical Systems? Paris: 

PARIS21 https://paris21.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/COVID_Policybrief_Full.pdf. 

PARIS21. (2020). Guidelines for Developing Statistical Capacity. Retrieved from 

https://paris21.org/sites/default/files/inline-

files/UNV003_Guidelines%20for%20Capacity%20Development%20PRINT_0.pdf 

UIC. (2017). Recommendations for Crisis Management. Retrieved from 

https://uic.org/IMG/pdf/crisis_management_report.pdf 

UNECE. (2019). Strategic Communications Framework for Statistical Institutions. Retrieved from 

https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/2019/7_Strategic_comm

munication_framework_for_consultation.pdf 

UNESCAP. (2018). Disaster-related Statistics Framework. Retrieved from 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/ESCAP.CST_.2018.CRP_.2_Disaster-

related_Statistics_Framework.pdf 

WHO. (2020). Operational Planning Guidelines to Support Country Preparedness and Response. 

Retrieved from COVID-19 Strategic Preparedness and Response Plan: 

https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/covid-19-sprp-unct-guidelines.pdf 

 

  



April 2020  
 

8 
 

Annex: Suggestions on free platforms or tools for communication, 

planning, and sharing documents 
 

NB: All online tools and platforms carry inherent risk and may be subject to hacks, data leaks and 
data protection issues. Any choice of online tool / platform should be governed by your internal 
policies. 

 
Videoconferencing 

 Zoom – free for up to 100 participants and up to 40 minutes at a time 

 Google Hangouts – free for up to 25 participants, no time limit, screen sharing, screen 
recording 

 Skype – free for up to 10 participants, screen sharing, location sharing 

 Slack Video Calls – free for up to 15 people, instant messenger, integration with planning 
software  

 

Document sharing 

 Google Drive – 15GB storage, no maximum file upload size  

 Dropbox – 2GB storage, no maximum file upload size 

 Box – 10GB storage, 250MB file upload limit 

 WeTransfer – 2GB transfer limit, transfers expire after 7 days 
 

Planning 

 Trello – project planning app / platform where you can create and organise projects 

 Slack – project coordination app / platform that lets you create chat groups, share files, and 
do 1:1 voice and video calls 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xcEXn4mnyLM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lfZ1Wyltxjo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NRcb3uB3Jac
https://slack.com/intl/en-fr/resources/slack-101/video-conferencing-slack-features
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IDWVpHvG5Ok
https://help.dropbox.com/learn/video-tutorials
https://community.box.com/t5/Box-User-Training-Videos/5-Skills-to-Get-Started-Video-Tutorial/ta-p/33587
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gmzMsSCKj4E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xky48zyL9iA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9RJZMSsH7-g

