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WHAT’S IN PRESS 2020? 
This Partner Report on Support to Statistics (PRESS) 2020 provides the key 
facts, and evidence for more and better funding needs to development data. 

It includes a new section (Part 1) to provide a snapshot of funding to data 
and statistics during the time of COVID-19. 

Part 2 of the report presents key findings by recipients and providers of 
development co-operation in details, including a section on the most recent 
trend in funding to gender statistics.

The annex explains the methodology used to produce this report, which 
includes the traditional approach that produces the classic results of PRESS 
and a new approach that can improve the timeliness and coverage of data 
on support to statistical capacity development. 
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FOREWORD
The COVID-19 pandemic that swept across the 
globe in 2020 upended life for hundreds of millions 
of people and wrought economic and social damage 
that will be felt for generations to come. While national 
response and recovery measures have varied, all 
have underscored the vital role that accurate and 
timely data play.

While the United States has made laudable 
progress in terms of vaccine development, national 
coordination of COVID-19 data has been called 
into question by a range of experts. Reporting on 
deaths due to coronavirus varies by state, with 
different methodologies and populations (for 
example inclusion of nonresidents in counts) being 
applied state-by-state. Reporting of testing is also 
inconsistent, with inconsistent ways of assigning 
dates to cases and demographic information. As a 
consequence, national tracking of the spread of the 
pandemic has been made more difficult.

On the other hand, South Korea’s stringent tracking 
and tracing programme, widely cited as pivotal in 
reducing the spread of the virus, is an example of 
how a coherent, transparent and efficient national 
data infrastructure can help a country flatten its curve.

Despite the centrality of data to effective and inclusive 
COVID-19 response and recovery the world has not 
witnessed a significant increase in financing for data 
and statistical projects. Indeed, as the 2020 Partner 
Report on Statistics shows, funding to statistics and 
data from external sources has been stagnant since 
2014.

Yet demand for data has never been higher. Aside 
from the immediate needs relating to the pandemic, 
a record number of countries are undertaking census 
exercises in 2020 and 2021. Confinement measures 
further stretch the ability of many countries to 
continue operations, and budget reallocations 
towards the pandemic mean that ongoing statistical 
activities are postponed or cancelled.

Johannes Jütting
Executive Head of PARIS21

Platforms like the Clearinghouse for Financing 
Development Data, currently in development by the 
Bern Network, have the potential to make financing 
for development data more efficient and effective. 
By matching supply to demand for data financing, 
the clearinghouse will target aid to sectors and 
regions with the greatest need. It will also strengthen 
the ability of data organizations to advocate for more 
financial resources from governments and donors, 
and and access best practices to improve the 
efficiency and effectiveness of investments in data 
and statistics. 

But to realise this or any other solution, more 
significant international co-operation will be needed. 
This report shows that the data and statistics 
community are living through an age of multiple 
extremes. Never has data production been so 
prolific, nor have data needs been so great. 

Data have an extraordinary potential to inform 
policies and actions to alleviate human suffering 
and advance development. What is needed now 
is the political will and commitment to unleash this 
potential.
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PART 1. WHAT DOES COVID-19 
MEAN FOR DATA AND STATISTICS? 

1 In Germany, for instance, daily countrywide reporting of intensive care unit capacity and treatment of COVID-19 patients has been prioritised, and this 
helped policymakers understand the severity of the disease and potential impacts on the healthcare system (Wieler, Rexroth, & Gottschalk, 2020).
2 This share is greater than the share of funding to data and statistics in total official development assistance (ODA). However, funding to COVID-19 should 
be more relevant to data since total funding contains sectors that rely much less on data, such as infrastructure.

Perhaps more than any other single event in our 
lifetimes, the COVID-19 pandemic has illustrated 
how crucial data is for sound decision making while 
exposing the risks of poor-quality, incomplete or 
untimely data. 

Most countries that have been able to establish 
resilient national data systems for their COVID-19 
response have been more effective at “flattening the 
curve” and minimising the socioeconomic effects1.  
Without good data, it is also difficult to address the 
economic and social effects of the pandemic or 
understand its differentiated impacts on vulnerable 
people, including women and girls. As an example, 
India, which has the world’s second-highest number 
of cases as of November 2020, could see millions 
of people pushed into extreme poverty due to the 
novel coronavirus. Yet, according to the World Bank, 
the country’s last poverty estimate was conducted in 
2011-2012, making it “very difficult to get an accurate 
picture of poverty in India before the pandemic took 
off, let alone a picture of poverty today.” (Mahler, 
Lakner, Castaneda-Aguilar, & Wu, 2020).

COVID-19 has, of course, also made it more difficult to 
collect data. National statistical offices (NSOs) around 
the world are facing the same restrictions on their work 
as everyone else due to lockdowns, social distancing, 
and reduced budgets, squeezing their capacity 
(PARIS21, 2020b), (United Nations and World Bank, 
2020).  In the Gambia, efforts to collect weekly data 
from open markets have been hampered, affecting 
the availability of some items in the markets along with 
other factors. Other countries have put census or other 
vital statistical exercises on hold, hindering efforts to 
inform plans for an inclusive recovery and advance 
sustainable development (CCSA, 2020). 

A proliferation of spurious data and fake news has 
also undermined efforts to inform the public about 
the disease. For weeks, rumours circulated on 
social media that Africans are immune to the novel 

coronavirus after it was discovered that Kenya’s first 
COVID-19 case was a woman who had travelled from 
the United States, prompting the country’s Minister 
of Health to make an extraordinary statement on 
television to disabuse the public of the idea. 

There is a consensus that every country needs 
more and better data, as well as the systems to put 
that data to good public use and to ensure correct 
interpretation of data. One would assume that, 
therefore, of the trillions of dollars that have been 
directed to combating the COVID-19 pandemic, a 
significant component would also be dedicated to 
data and statistics.

However, development support to data and statistics 
have not risen significantly despite the surge in data 
demands. As of August 2020, data and statistical 
development projects reported by the International 
Aid Transparency Initiative (IATI) accounted for only 
0.40% (USD 163 million) of reported funding for 
COVID-19-related projects. Although this is higher 
than the share of funding to statistics in total ODA 
during the pre-COVID-19 time (around 0.34% in 2017 
and 2018 based on most recent data), it does not 
represent a significant increase from funding to data 
and statistics before the COVID-19 pandemic(around 
0.39%) in projects reported by the IATI.2  

THE CENTRALITY OF DATA 
AND STATISTICS TO COVID-19 
RESPONSE AND RECOVERY HAS NOT 
TRANSLATED INTO MORE FUNDING.

This finding does not come as a surprise: a recent 
survey from the UN and the World Bank conducted 
in July found that 63% of low-income and lower-
middle-income countries are in great need of 
additional financing for data and statistics to face the 
challenges posed by COVID-19 (United Nations and 
World Bank, 2020). 
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This Partner Report on Support to Statistics 2020 
(PRESS 2020) explores the main challenges for 
better financing for data and statistics. These fall 
into three areas: (i) the fragmented and patchwork 
nature of support to data and statistics; (ii) the 
squeeze on external and domestic budgets overall; 
and (iii) the lack of information-sharing and matching 
mechanisms between donors and countries. 

These challenges are not insurmountable. The 
Clearing House on Financing Development Data, 
currently being developed by the Bern Network 
on Financing Development Data, will help with 
overcoming these challenges (The Bern Network, 
2019). The platform aims to stimulate partnership 
and help with building collaborations among 
different stakeholders while maintaining neutrality 
in the information it provides. It will help donors 
identify key data-funding gaps in recipient countries, 
benchmark their country’s data funding, and 
highlight opportunities for joint projects with other 
donors. Recipient countries can use it to understand 
how much aid they are receiving for statistics across 
the board and plan investments accordingly, assess 
their funding gaps to lobby for more resources from 
government and donors, and access best practices 
to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of 
investments in data and statistics. 

3  Prior to 2020, about 2.8% projects reported to IATI has a component in statistics. In Jan 2020 to October 2020, the number has risen to 3.8%.

Greater international co-operation and commitment 
to data as intrinsic to sustainable development 
are essential to the success of the clearinghouse 
and other solutions. To a large extent, data are 
interwoven into every aspect of decision-making 
in advanced economies, yet their importance as a 
public good are overlooked. Every country deserves 
to have timely and accurate data at its fingertips in 
order to advance sustainable development, reduce 
poverty and make governance more responsive and 
inclusive. 

1.1 CHALLENGE 1: THE FRAGMENTATION 
OF SUPPORT TO DATA AND STATISTICS
Previous PRESS reports have demonstrated a 
tendency of financing to statistics to be packaged 
within larger programmes and projects. For 
example, an education programme might include 
activities on data collection, or a health programme 
may incorporate training in statistical skills. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated this trend as 
COVID-19-related responses included component 
in data and statistics at a higher share than before3. 
In 2020, about 16% of the total amount of COVID-
19-related development aid reported to IATI 
contains a dimension on data collection, production, 
dissemination or use – a much higher share than the 
0.4% of COVID-19-related development aid that is 
dedicated purely to data and statistics (Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Share of statistics-related projects in development aid addressing COVID-19

Source: Author’s calculations based on IATI data as of August 2020. The total amount represented by the pie chart is USD 64 billion. IATI data can be 
downloaded through its API or through its data portal: http://d-portal.org/ 

With primary focus 
on data and statistics

With at least a dimension 
on data and statistics

Without a dimension 
on data and statistics83.6% 15.9%

0.4%

Projects for 
COVID-19
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Funding with a sectoral focus is not a problem in 
itself. Both investments in the national systems 
that coordinate data production across sectors and 
investments in specific sectors for data are crucial 
for evidence-based decision making. During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, it is also reasonable to focus 
on immediate public health needs and reprioritise 
funding to relevant data activities. However, more 
funding data and statistics within specific policy 
domains and, in some cases, the substitution of 
systemic support with sectoral support, may risk 
undermining the development of statistical systems 
in their entirety and hampers data production in 
crucial cross-cutting areas such as gender statistics. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has shown that in the 
absence of strong national and international 
systems for managing diverse data sources, we 
cannot effectively formulate appropriate policies 
to leave no one behind. Many of the effects of the 
pandemic require data inputs from diverse sources 
(local hospital records, demographic data and 
mobile phone records, for example) to be brought 
together in a logical way in order to design policies 

4 The NSDS establishes priority statistical programs and activities in the national statistical system. It is a valuable coordination mechanism that informs 
how national statistical systems are to be financed. As it responds to national data demands arising from major policies such as the national development 
plan, it provides for a robust framework for investment in data and statistics. Through a consultative process with different actors, the NSDS, together with 
sectoral statistical plans, aims to be a multi-donor focal point for funding statistics, with counterpart domestic funding.
5 See Section 1 (Overall findings) in part 2 for more details.

and provide social protection to vulnerable groups. 
(Schmidt, Misra & Jutting, 2020). 

In addition, aside from exhibiting lower effectiveness 
and efficiency while increasing costs, un-
coordinated responses stymie the development of a 
more resilient system, ready to produce the quality 
data we need when the next crisis hits. To respond 
to crises like COVID-19, we need statistical systems 
that can coordinate data flows from different sectors 
to provide timely and relevant information. 

Data presented in this report show that when planning 
for sectoral activities, fewer projects are aligned 
with the National Strategy for the Development of 
Statistics (NSDS)4 of the beneficiary countries (45% 
compared to 57% in non-sectoral projects)5. The 
sectoral projects are therefore less likely to align with 
priorities identified in the national statistical systems 
(NSS) and therefore make a limited contribution 
to closing the funding gap where the need is the 
greatest. The lack of alignment with national priorities 
put the true country-ownership at risk, which may 
eventually endanger the sustainability of the capacity 
built through the project. (Lange, 2020)
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1.2 CHALLENGE 2: THE SQUEEZE ON 
EXTERNAL AND DOMESTIC BUDGETS 
Addressing critical gaps in development data will 
require an increased share of funding from both 
domestic and external sources. It means more 
significant allocations to data and statistics from 
the national budgets of countries as well as donor 
portfolios. However, actual data and projections 
show that both pools of funding might become 
smaller after the pandemic. 

On the donor side, the OECD projections show 
that the world risks seeing a significant reduction 
in the financing resources available to developing 
economies (OECD, 2020). The global economic 
recession, declining public revenue, and the fiscal 
stimulus implemented by donors could put pressure 
on ODA levels in 2020 and perhaps also in the 

6 Report published in April 2020. More countries may be impacted since then
7 This link will become active when the report is launched

coming years. In addition, overall funding could be 

reduced by a pivot of donor support, for example, 

from capacity development to more immediate 

financial support for countries through debt relief. 

For data and statistics, which are historically less-

prioritised areas and for which funding levels have 

become stagnant (Figure 2), the overall reduction 

of donor budgets will likely reduce support to this 

area too. Domestically, many NSOs may also expect 

significant budget cuts as governments reallocate 

financial resources to address urgent needs posed 

by COVID-19 (CCSA, 2020). In Africa, 11 Heads 

of NSOs don’t envisage budget cut this year, and 

15 predict budget reallocation at the level of the 

government that will reduce NSO resources in a 

range of 10 to 60 per cent (UNECA, 2020)6.

Figure 2. Funding to statistics and data from external sources has been stagnant since 2014

Source: Author’s calculations based on PRESS data. Numbers are presented in current (nominal) value.  
Note: The projection for 2019 is based on a new methodology that aims to reduce reporting lag, see the annex of this report for more details. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data7

What makes the situation more concerning is the 
timing of the budget cuts. Around 150 censuses 
are expected to be conducted in 2020-2021 alone 
(Figure 3), a historical record. Yet, to address the 
urgent issues brought by the pandemic, some 
countries have diverted their census funding to 
national emergency funding. This may reduce the 
scope of some census activities and delay others 
(UNFPA, 2020). Countries that started the census 
prior to the pandemic may incur additional costs 
related to following-up with non-respondents. 
The Committee for the Coordination of Statistical 
Activities also shows that some countries in Africa 

and Asia considered civil registration to be a non-
essential function during the pandemic, due to either 
budget reductions or difficulties of face-to-face 
data collection (CCSA, 2020). The interruption of 
censuses and civil registration threatens to imperil 
the backbone of data and statistics and could 
lead to governance and trust issues down the line. 
Without these critical data products or with the 
quality of these data severely compromised, granular 
data capturing the full picture of the population 
will be missing, limiting our understanding of the 
intersectional vulnerabilities that will shape the 
COVID-19 recovery. 
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Figure 3. Total number of censuses planned, by region

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA). 
Note: This figure shows the activities planned before the breakout of the pandemic. The figure does not fully reflect the delay of most censuses initially 
scheduled in 2020 due to the pandemic. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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BOX 1. THE FOUNDATIONAL STATISTICAL PROGRAMMES 
Many low- and middle-income countries lack the capacity to produce the full range of statistical information 
needed to plan and monitor their development programmes and to inform citizens of their outcomes. 
Statistical planning and securing resources to deliver plans are integral functions of statistical systems. These 
plans need to ensure that core statistical programmes such as censuses, civil registration and vital statistics, 
and national accounts are prioritised.

Planning for the 2020 round of decennial censuses is an immediate concern. A few advanced statistical 
systems have replaced population censuses with data from civil registration and other administrative 
systems. Yet for most countries, the census is the only opportunity to anchor their demographic statistics 
to a complete enumeration of the population by sex, age, location and other important characteristics. The 
census is also a governance issue, as census results often determine legislative districts and the allocation 
of resources to communities. The 2010 census round, carried out between 2005 and 2014, was one of the 
great successes of national and international statistical efforts to date. With the support of the international 
development community, 214 countries and territories conducted national censuses, some for the first time 
in decades. However, 21 countries did not conduct a census, resulting in 7% of the world population not 
being enumerated. 

Civil registration and vital statistics systems are essential for maintaining core demographic data. Through 
the registration of births, marriages, divorces and deaths, they also establish the legal basis for citizenship, 
inheritance, and the right to public services; and they provide important information to the health system by 
recording cause of death. Complete registration of births and recording of cause of death should be the goal 
of every statistical system. 

Source: (OECD, 2017)

http://bit.ly/Press2020data
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1.3 CHALLENGE 3: THE LACK OF 
INFORMATION-SHARING AMONG 
DONORS AND MATCHING MECHANISMS 
BETWEEN DONORS AND COUNTRIES
The urgency of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
rapid reaction of the aid community requires timely 
and accurate information sharing to coordinate and 
develop the best response. Although aid transparency 
tools of the International Aid Transparency Initiative8  
and the Finance Tracking Service9 of the United 
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (UNOCHA) are already providing access to 
timely data on development financing, information 
sharing on aid to data and statistics is still 
insufficient10. The available tools usually do not have 
a specific dimension on data and statistics, and 
recipients also lack a global system for sharing their 
information on funding to statistics.  

Furthermore, information sharing should not be 
limited to putting data online. The intelligence 
shared becomes less useful when there is too much 
information from different sources to analyse. There 
should be a layer which digests and aggregates the 
information shared by both providers and recipients. 
The final information should be able to speak to 
donors and recipients in their “language, which will 

8 For details visit https://iatistandard.org.
9 For details visit https://fts.unocha.org.
10 See Table A1 in the annex for more comparison between different sources of data on development aid to statistics.
11 As of 2019, about 141 out of 247 countries and territories reported having a national statistical plan under implementation in 2019, with 92 of those plans 
fully funded. Some of those plans are, however, a work plan of the national statistics office instead of a strategic plan for the entire national statistics system.
12 It remains to be studied whether the NSDSs where considered implicitly during the bilateral discussion by the recipient countries.

make it easier to align the priorities of providers and 
recipients.  

Information needs to be improved on the recipient 
side in particular. Generally, the planning and cost 
of statistical activities in a country can be found in 
documents like the NSDSs11 that present informative 
details about recipients and are essential for aligning 
the global, national, and sectoral priorities. Although 
the NSDSs are usually available online, it is difficult 
for some donors, who may have limited expertise 
in statistical development, to go through the NSDS 
documents to identify needs and ensure alignment. 
A more concise and funding-focused snapshot 
would be more helpful to donors.

The absence of summarised and well-organised 
information can partially explain the fact that in the 
survey presented in Sanna and McDonnell (2017), 
95% of the Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) donors reported that they made decisions 
on supporting data and statistics through bilateral 
discussions with partner countries. In contrast, half 
of the same group of donors decide on aid to data 
and statistics based on consulting the NSDS (Figure 
4)12. At the same time, most DAC donors also agreed 
that systematic coordination is needed among 
donors supporting data and statistics and between 
donors and partner country NSOs (Figure 5). 

Figure 4. How do donors decide about supporting data and statistics?
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Partner country NSDS
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Source: 2017 survey of DAC members presented in Sanna and Mc Donnell (2017). Respondents are allowed to report multiple factors.  
MDTF means Multi-Donor Trust Fund.

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

http://bit.ly/Press2020data
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Figure 5. DAC members’ views on topics data availability, levels of funding and coordination

13 For more information about the platform, see the introductory document (http://bit.ly/ch1page), introductory video (http://bit.ly/chshortvid) and a 
90-minutes session about this topic during the 2020 United Nations World Data Forum (http://bit.ly/chunwdf).
14 See https://bit.ly/PRESSdata2020 for project-level data that covers recipients, type of aid, statistical area and other key information. (The link will be 
activated after the launch of the report)
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Source: 2017 survey of DAC members presented in Sanna and Mc Donnell (2017).
Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

1.4 MEETING THE DATA CHALLENGES 
IN A POST-COVID-19 WORLD
This PRESS 2020 suggests three ways to tackle the 
challenges outlined above to move towards more and 
better financing for statistics in a post-COVID-19 world.  

First, while funding to produce more and better data 
in times of trouble is well understood, development 
partners should not forget that use of data - linked 
to strengthening trust and statistical literacy - is still 
a bottleneck in many data ecosystems, requiring 
sustained and scaled investments. Investment in 
sectoral statistical activities and in statistical systems 
as a whole are both important paths. Developing 
systematic capacity development activities can help 
countries form the strong foundation needed to 
coordinate diverse data sources, ensure adequate 
governance and protections, and improve efficiency: 
all characteristics of resilient data systems among 
high-capacity countries during the COVID-19 
pandemic. It is also essential to enhance the 
alignment between sectoral strategies and NSDSs 
to ensure the statistical components in sectoral 
projects are well-coordinated through the strategies. 

Second, with the reduced pool of funding during the 
pandemic, the data and statistics community should 
ramp up advocacy to highlight the significance of 
data and statistics in this period. Additional funding 
will be easier to access if the effectiveness of current 
levels of support is demonstrated. The community 
should also work together to ensure that planned 
censuses and other vital statistical activities that 
form a sound foundation for national data systems 
are carried out without significant compromise on 
data quality, despite the reducing budget. 

Third, mechanisms are needed to improve 
information availability from donors and countries.  
A platform like the Clearing House currently being 
developed by the Bern Network 13 will be essential 
for coordinating information from aid providers and 
recipient countries. It can match the supply and 
demand of resources to build data and statistics 
and would make the alignment between funding and 
national priorities much more efficient and effective. 

For aid providers to data and statistics, the platform 
will incorporate the latest and most representative 
data and information-sharing sources and provide 
a unique resource for information on financing to 
data and statistics. It will also enable recipients of 
aid to data and statistics to share information on 
their development priorities in a simple but effective 
way. The platform should also help donors and 
countries learn about what works when developing 
sustainable statistical capacity and under what 
circumstances, including the advantages and 
disadvantages of various mechanisms of support 
with different capacity development targets. This 
shared information can be crucial for increasing 
the impact of available resources and making the 
business case for more and better finance to data. 
The platform should help donors identify the need 
for support shared by countries, allow for better 
coordination within individual countries, and link 
domestic and external financial support for low-
capacity countries. 

As the first step of the effort toward better information 
sharing, the data used in this report will be made 
public on the PARIS21 websites 14. 

http://bit.ly/Press2020data
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PART 2. FUNDING FLOWS TO DATA 
AND STATISTICS AT A GLANCE 

15 A firm obligation, expressed in writing and backed by the necessary funds, undertaken by an official donor to provide specified assistance to a recipient 
country or a multilateral organisation. Bilateral commitments are recorded in the full amount of expected transfer, irrespective of the time required for the 
completion of disbursements. Commitments to multilateral organisations are reported as the sum of (i) any disbursements in the year reported on which 
have not previously been notified as commitments and (ii) expected disbursements in the following year.

2.1 OVERALL FINDINGS
This PRESS 2020 updates key figures on global 
support to data and statistics, with a nowcast 
estimation on support to statistics for 2019 and the 
first half of 2020. In previous versions of PRESS, 
figures on global support to data and statistics were 
published with a delay of 18-20 months. To form 
a view about the current state of play, this PRESS 
2020 uses a wider range of data sources and higher 
frequency data to form nowcast estimates. This 
update is based on newly available data from an 
annual donor survey, the 2020 Creditor Reporting 
System round, the International Aid Transparency 
Initiative, and the databases of several donors (see 
the annex for the methodology used in PRESS 2020). 

The PRESS 2020 found there was no sign was 
no sign of an increase in support to data and 
statistics before the COVID-19 pandemic. In 
2018, developing countries received commitments15 
for statistical development of about USD 693 million 

(Figure 6), almost the same level of support as for 
2017. Aid to data and statistics accounted for 0.34% 
of total ODA in 2018, only half of the estimated target 
for the implementation of the Cape Town Global 
Action Plan for Sustainable Development Data 
(CTGAP) (PARIS21, 2019). 

Projections (the actual data is available only for 
the period until 2018) indicate that 2019 figures 
on support to statistics are not likely to rise. The 
possible disruption to the normal funding flow has 
brought much uncertainty for 2020. One would 
expect funding to increase due to the 150 censuses 
planned for 2020 and 2021 (Figure 3 in Part 1), and 
the fact that the COVID-19 pandemic has raised 
the profile of data and statistics. However, our 
projections find insufficient evidence for a surge in 
support to data and statistics. In fact, the reduction 
of donor and domestic pools of financing may lead 
to budgetary cuts for data and statistics. 

Figure 6. Global commitments to statistics

Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data. 
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Note: The share of ODA for 2019 is not included because of the difficulties in projecting the overall ODA. 
Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

16 PRESS usually uses data from two major data sources: 1) data from the Credit Reporting System (CRS), which records data from OECD Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) members (donors) and some non-DAC donors; and 2) data from a PARIS21-led annual survey focusing on non-DAC donors. 
See more information in Annex.
17 In addition, reporters answered “Do not know” regarding the alignment for more than 40% of projects in the PRESS survey 2020. It may be due to that 
the PRESS survey reporters, who are usually officers in headquarters of agencies, may lack detailed knowledge about the alignment of the project and 
therefore report “Do not know”.
18 In summary, a gender-statistics-related activity contains the following characteristics: a) Data are collected and presented by sex as a primary and overall 
classification; b) Data reflect gender issues; c) Data are based on concepts and definitions that adequately reflect the diversity of women and men and 
capture all aspects of their lives; d) Data collection methods take into account stereotypes and social and cultural factors that may induce gender bias in 
the data. See https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/Standards-and-Methods/files/Handbooks/gender/Integrating-a-Gender-Perspective-into-
Statistics-E.pdf

The reported alignment of commitments with 
National Strategies for the Development of 
Statistics (NSDSs) or national statistical plans 
remains high (Figure 7), although it varies in terms 
of funding for sectoral projects and systemic 
projects. Results from the PRESS survey 202016 
shows that non-sectoral and systemic capacity 
development projects consistently tend to align with 
NSDSs more than sectoral projects do from 2010 
to 201817. At the same time, both PRESS 2020 and 

(Lange, 2020) identified a lack of mainstreaming 
of support to data and statistics beyond specific 
support for sectoral data. While it is a difficult 
coordination task to request all sectoral programme 
managers to consult the NSDS for every statistical 
component in their programmes, alignment can still 
be improved implicitly by ensuring that the NSDSs 
are consistent with documents that programme 
managers would consult, such as sectoral strategies 
and national development plans. 

Figure 7. Share of alignment with national statistical plans, sectoral vs non-sectoral programs
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Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data. 
Note: Projects that are not marked by reporters for alignment with the national statistical plans or not marked by reporters for its sector/systematic nature 
are not included in the calculation. Systemic projects aim to improve the capacity of the statistical system, such as IADB’s programme to strengthen 
the statistical capacity of Argentina’s national statistical system. Sectoral projects in the figure are defined as projects with a sectoral focus and aim to 
provide sectoral data, such as sectoral survey programmes. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

2.2 SUPPORT FOR GENDER EQUALITY 
AND GENDER STATISTICS
Gender statistics18 represent a cross-cutting issue 
in statistical development and are essential to 
effective and inclusive policymaking. Since 2018, 
PARIS21 has been collaborating with UN Women on 
a gender statistics programme within the framework 

of the flagship initiative, Making Every Woman 
and Girl Count (UN Women, 2019). As one of this 
programme’s four activities, PRESS is monitoring 
global financial support to gender statistics, a critical 
measure for analysing current efforts to improve 
the production, dissemination and use of gender 
statistics in NSSs.  

https://www.dropbox.com/s/64gfa6zpkg7l2d0/PRESS_2019_Figures.xlsx?dl=0
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/Standards-and-Methods/files/Handbooks/gender/Integrating-a-Gender-Perspective-into-Statistics-E.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/demographic-social/Standards-and-Methods/files/Handbooks/gender/Integrating-a-Gender-Perspective-into-Statistics-E.pdf
http://bit.ly/Press2020data
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Monitoring funding to gender statistics is important 
to ensure no one is left behind during the COVID-19 
pandemic. Studies show that in past epidemic 
outbreaks, women were disproportionately affected 
by the social and economic fallout (Wenham, et 
al., 2020). Reliable gender data are essential to 
support evidence-informed response and inclusive 
recovery measures. However, as of October 2020, 
only 56% of countries had sex-disaggregated data 
on confirmed cases, and 73% of countries had such 
data for deaths from COVID-19 (GH5050, 2020). The 
persistent lack of funding to foundational gender 
data and statistics even in emergency situations 
continues to hamper the design of thorough policies 
and programming at a time where they are needed 
most. As of September 2020, for example, only 18 
countries have adopted social-protection and labour 
market measures that target women’s economic 
security or address unpaid care19, illustrating an 

19 See https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/librarypage/womens-empowerment/COVID-19-Global-Gender-Response-Tracker.html   

More up-to-date information can be in the COVID-19 Global Gender Response Tracker by UNDP and UN Women.  
See https://data.undp.org/gendertracker/ 
20 See http://www.oecd.org/development/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/dacandcrscodelists.htm

urgent need to supply evidence to demonstrate a 
need for a significant scale-up in gender-sensitive 
programming.

2.2.1 COVID-19-related snapshot from IATI
The PRESS 2020 found that, as of August 2020, 
only about 11% of total funding COVID-19-related 
data projects reported to the International Aid 
Transparency Initiative (IATI) has an explicit gender 
dimension. These projects either directly produce 
gender-related data, or include the analysis of 
gender data as a key activity. “Health, General” and 
“Population and reproductive health” are the sectors 
that received the most funding from these projects 
(Figure 8), but the effects of COVID-19 on women 
and girls transcend immediate threats to health, 
encompassing employment, education, and social 
protection.   

Figure 8. Sectoral distribution of funding to COVID-19-related projects that also have a gender statistics dimension,  
August 2020

Source: Author’s calculation based on IATI data downloaded in August 2020. 
Note: Only projects that are related to COVID-19 and having an explicit gender dimension are included in the calculation.  
The sectors defined in this figure is based on the sectors defined in CRS 20. The total amount represented by the pie chart is USD 28 million. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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2.2.2 Gender-equality marker21 in CRS data
The PRESS 2020 also finds a stagnant trend in 
financing for gender-related projects in data and 
statistics from DAC donors. Using the gender 
equality marker in the CRS data, the number of 
projects in PRESS 2020 with an explicit gender 
equality focus has increased slightly since PRESS 
2019, 22 moving from 5% to 6% of the total number of 
projects supporting statistics (Category 2, Figure 9).23 
However, the aggregate share of projects reporting 
gender equality as a primary or secondary objective 

21 The gender equality policy marker is “a qualitative statistical tool to record development activities that target gender equality as a policy objective” used 
in the CRS database by DAC donor reporters. Reports can mark a project to one the three categories under the gender marker: Category 0, The project/
programme has been screened against the marker but has not been found to target gender equality; Category 1: Gender equality is an important and 
deliberate objective, but not the principal reason for undertaking the project/programme; and Category 2: Gender equality is the main objective of the 
project/programme and is fundamental in its design and expected results. The project/programme would not have been undertaken without this gender 
equality objective. See more at https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/dac-gender-equality-marker.htm
22 See figure 15: https://paris21.org/sites/default/files/inline-files/UNV002_Press%202019%2011.pdf
23 Projects identified with the CRS gender marker.

(Categories 1 and 2, Figure 9) has diminished, 
from 64% of statistical projects in PRESS 2019 to 
60% of projects in PRESS 2020. This decrease is 
mirrored in financing commitments. About 6% of 
funding to data also designated gender equality as 
the main objective, the same as PRESS 2019. But 
in the aggregate, financing for projects with gender 
equality as a primary or secondary objective has 
declined by four percentage points (from 61% in 
PRESS 2019 to 57% in 2020). 

Figure 9. Share of DAC donors’ statistical projects targeting gender equality, 2018
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Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data.
Note: This figure only includes data and statistics projects reported in the CRS database with a gender marker. The total amount represented by the two 
pie charts are 829 projects (left) and USD 436 million (right). 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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2.2.3 Gender-statistics-related projects
Looking at the commitments to gender statistics 
identified by text mining in the PRESS database24, 
the upward trend of reported funding to statistics 
continues. However, the same approach found that 
the rate of increase in commitments for gender-
related projects has slowed in recent years (Figure 
10). The encouraging growth in gender activities 
in past years was mainly driven by the ‘Delivering 
for Girls and Women’ project by Canada, which 

24 See footnote 19.

accounts for more than half of DAC donors’ direct 
funding to gender data in 2018 (Figure 11). Similar to 
the previous period, 95% of funding to gender data 
comes from the top 5 donors, including Canada, 
Sweden, Australia, UNICEF, and Spain. This reliance 
on a few top donors leaves gender statistics in a 
riskier position than sectors that draw on a more 
diverse pool of funding, particularly as COVID-19 
strains ODA budgets.

Figure 10. Share of DAC donors’ commitments for gender statistics activities, identified by text mining in 2011-2018
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Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data.
Note: The gender component is identified mainly through text mining or validation from donors on the gender component. The denominators of the 
percentages in this figure are the three year-rolling average of total funding to data and statistics, e.g. USD 693 million in the year 2018. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

Figure 11. Share of the top 5 and rest of donors for gender statistics activities in 2018
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Note: This figure only includes data and statistics projects reported in the CRS database. The gender component is identified mainly through text mining 
or validation from donors on the gender component. The total amount represented in the figure is the funding to activities of which gender is the primary 
component (USD 51 million) in Figure 10. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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2.2.4 Multi-lateral donors’ contribution 
from PRESS survey
For multi-lateral donors reporting to the PRESS 
survey, 15% of projects for statistical development 
in 2018 had activities in gender statistics (Figure 
12). These activities received approximately 11% 

(USD 18 million) of the total budgets of all projects 
reported to the survey, a new high for these donors. 
Figure 13 illustrates the wide range of topics related 
to gender equality covered by these donor projects 
in gender statistics. 

Figure 12. Share of multi-lateral donors’ projects which refer to gender statistics, 2018 
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Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data.
Note: This figure only includes data and statistics projects reported to the PRESS survey conducted by PARIS21. The gender component is identified by 
reporters to the survey. The total amount represented by this pie chart is 884 projects.  

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

Figure 13. Multi-lateral donors’ project themes containing activities on gender statistics, 2018 
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Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data.
Note: This figure only includes data and statistics projects reported to the PRESS survey conducted by PARIS21. The total number represented by the 
square is the total funding allocated to gender statistics in those projects. The gender component is identified by reporters to the survey. Total amount 
represented in this figure is USD 18 million. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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2.3 KEY FINDINGS ON 
FINANCING APPROACHES
Multi-lateral funding remains the most common 
way for donors to channel statistical support 
to countries (Figure 14).25,26 As a specialised but 
smaller area in development, statistics rely more on 
the support of specialised divisions of international 
organisations. Bilateral donors account for a much 
lower share, partially because of their insufficient 
expertise in their aid agencies to make decisions 
on investing in data and statistics. This finding is 
aligned with the survey on DAC members in Sanna 
and Mc Donnell (2017), which found that 95% DAC 
donors tend to make decisions on support to data 
and statistics through bilateral discussions (Figure 4 

25 In this context, multilateral support refers to support coming from multilateral institutions while bilateral support refers to support coming from bilateral 
donor countries. Country-specific assistance refers to projects for which there is a single country recipient. Unspecified assistance refers to projects for 
global public goods and projects for which there are more than one recipient and the budget is not reported separately for each country.
26 he interested reader is referred to Open Data Watch’s Inventory of Financial Instruments, which provides further information about options for 
channelling aid funds: https://opendatawatch.com/monitoring-reporting/2016-aid-for-statistics-inventory-of-financial-instruments/.

in Part 1). Unspecified commitments usually support 
regional programmes and global public goods, such 
as the World Bank’s Statistics Development and 
Harmonization Regional Project for East African 
Community (EAC); the EU4Energy project that 
aims to improve energy sector statistics and policy 
development in countries; the International Monetary 
Fund’s (IMF) multiregional technical assistance; and 
the Food and Agriculture Organization’s AGRIS 
(Agricultural and Rural Integrated Survey) surveys, 
funded by the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID). It is possible that the country-
specific projects are underreported due to the 
difference in the granularity of data provided by 
donors. 

Figure 14. Country-specified vs unspecified support to data and statistics since 2007, three-year rolling average 
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With more commitments made for the 2020 census 
round, demographic and social statistics remain 
the preferred areas27 for support (32% of total 
commitments in 2016-2018; Figure 15). The next 
12 months’ priority is to ensure these commitments 
are not only met, but also adjusted appropriately 
for the possible additional cost of e-census, remote 

27 The purpose of a commitment is reported according to the statistical categories based on the “Classification on activities in the domain of Statistical 
capacity building, adjusted for the reporting of donor and recipient activities”, developed by an inter-agency task team that defined PRESS methodology. 
This classification is largely based on the Classification of Statistical Activities used in the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe’s (UNECE) 
Database of International Statistical Activities, and, since 2009, for the list of subject matter domains in the Content-oriented Guidelines, produced by the 
SDMX (Statistical Data and Metadata eXchange) initiative. See https://unstats.un.org/unsd/iiss/Classification-of-International-Statistical-Activities.ashx 

It is important to remember that this classification categorises statistical activities, instead of statistical domains. For example, “Population and migration” 
under domain “Demographic and social statistics” is the activities of collecting population and migration data. It is different from “Population and housing 
censuses; registers of population, dwellings and buildings” under domain “Methodology of data collection, processing, dissemination and analysis”, which 
is the activity of methodology development of these data sources. 

data collection and revisiting of non-responses 
during the pandemic. After the adoption of the 
2030 Agenda, funding to environmental and multi-
sectoral statistics reached a record level at 11%. 
General statistical items and data collection and 
dissemination methodology were the second-largest 
recipients by statistical area (23%). 

Figure 15. Areas of statistical activities most targeted by aid to data and statistics, three-year rolling average
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Note: This figure only includes projects marked with areas of statistical activities. 

Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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2.4 KEY FINDINGS BY RECIPIENTS
A new trend for Asia-Pacific. Africa received the 
largest share of statistical support at 44% over 2016-
2018, a slight decrease compared to recent years 
(Figure 16). PRESS 2020 also observed a new trend 
in funding to data and statistics in Asia-Pacific. In the 
past few years, several countries in the region have 
either graduated from the International Development 
Association or were no longer low-income countries, 
resulting in a reduction of funding made available 
from donors to the region. 

28 It is possible that more funding can be observed for the region as PARIS21 is expanding the coverage of the PRESS survey on multi-lateral donors.

This reduction in global funding has been partially 
mitigated by regional donors and multi-lateral 
organisations. The country offices of bilateral donors 
were also able to adjust to the new norm after 
the reduction in aid to the region. This led to an 
increase in funding to Asia Pacific.28  The share of 
total statistical support committed to Latin America 
and the Caribbean as well as the support to Eastern 
Europe was stable at 10%. The remaining 22% was 
committed to global projects and programmes that 
were not region-specific. 

Figure 16. Funding to data and statistics by region, three-year rolling average
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Support to statistics is less concentrated on top 
recipient countries during 2016 to 2018, but the 
trend may be reversed by the 2020 census round 
(Figure 17). Support to data and statistics became 
more evenly distributed in recent years. The top 5 
recipients of support to data and statistics in 2016-
2018 received the lowest share since 2007-2009. At 
the same time, more than 60 countries received at 
least USD 1 million for data and statistics in 2018, 
a historic high observed by PRESS 2020. Due to 
commitments for the 2020 census round, funding 
became more concentrated in the top recipients 
again. Indeed, the top 5 recipients in the year 2018 
already received a higher share than top 5 recipients 
received in 2016 and 2017.  

The PRESS 2020 reveals how two patterns of 
support to statistics have been showing correlations 
with better outcomes over the period 2006-18: 
consistent funding over time and sufficient support 
per capita over a certain threshold.

First, benefits are more evident when funding is 
consistent over time. Countries that have been 
among the top 25 recipients for at least five of the 

29 Every year the World Bank updates its “country-level statistical capacity indicator based on a set of criteria consistent with international 
recommendations.” This indicator – on a scale of 0–100 – is available for more than 140 countries. See http://bbsc.worldbank.org. This excludes those 
PRESS countries for which the World Bank has not calculated a statistical capacity score (Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Kosovo, South Sudan 
and Tuvalu). 

The World Bank has stopped updating the SCI since 2019. It is developing a new composite indicator with more and newer dimensions of measurement, 
the Statistical Performance Index (SPI), to replace the SCI.

last ten years show greater progress in the World 
Bank’s statistical capacity indicator (SCI)29 than 
countries that have received sporadic support. This 
effect is magnified because countries that have 
established connections with donors are more 
likely to get funding, as DAC donors tend to make 
decisions based on bilateral discussions. Consistent 
funding has indeed been observed, as 12 of this 
year’s top 25 recipients have been on the list at 
least three times since 2006.  With the correlation 
confirmed, further analysis will focus on the causality 
or the reverse causality between donors’ decision on 
consistent support and progress made in recipient 
countries.

Secondly, impacts may be more significant if funding 
levels remain above a certain threshold over a period 
of time. Statistical capacity scores increased by 
13.5 points on average for countries receiving over 
USD 10 per capita cumulatively over 2007-2018 for 
statistical support. Even if there is a considerable time 
lag between investment and capacity improvements, 
sustained support to countries will eventually result 
in improvements in statistical systems.  

Figure 17. Share of top 5 and top 25 recipients in funding to statistics since 2007, three-year rolling average
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Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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Funding to data and statistics seems to be 
allocated to the countries that are most needed. 
Funding needs of a country can be evaluated through 
several factors, such as their statistical planning, 
national income level and data gaps they have. The 
level of support to statistics eventually received by 
a country also depends on donors’ resources and 
the alignment of priorities between both sides. 
Nevertheless, country commitments with the SCI 
can still reveal if support to data is allocated to fill 
the largest capacity gaps. In 2016-2018, countries 
in the lowest quartile of the capacity distribution 

received the highest level of funding per capita  
(USD 0.62). Countries in the two quartiles in the 
middle received similar level between USD 0.30 
to USD 0.32 per capita (Figure 18). Although most 
support was dedicated to data collection across all 
groups, the exact types of data collection activities 
vary across them. The lower capacity countries tend 
to receive funding for costly major fundamental 
statistical programmes such as health and nutrition 
survey, which are usually not funded or only partially 
funded by external donors in high-capacity countries. 

Figure 18. Statistical capacity and support to statistics compared, 2016-2018
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2.4.1 Small island developing states
Commitments to small island developing states 
(SIDS)30  increased significantly. At the same time, 
social protection programmes have channelled 
more funding to gender statistics. In 2018, SIDS 
covered by PRESS received commitments worth 
approximately USD 40 million (Figure 19), higher than 
the sum of the three previous years (USD 27 million). 
There are multiple driving forces for this spike, 
including the disaster responses after strongest 
earthquake since 2010 in Haiti, the Statistical 
Capacity Building Project by the World Bank and 
the Evaluation Survey Service (ESS) by the USA. 
Five SIDS received commitments over USD 1 million 
this year. This is an encouraging sign, especially 
considering that due to their lack of capacity to 
engage bilaterally with DAC donors, SIDS are usually 

30 For the purposes of this report, the definition of a small island developing state (SIDS) is drawn from the United Nations.  
See https://unstats.un.org/unsd/methodology/m49/

omitted from the global picture of financing to data 
and statistics. This lack of capacity might account 
for the fact that SIDS rely more on top donors 
and regional donors. Over 83% of aid to SIDS in  
2016-2018 came from five major donors: The 
World Bank, Inter-American Development Bank, 
USA, Australia and UNICEF (Figure 20), arise from 
the previous period (77% in 2013-2015). Regional 
donors such as New Zealand and the Caribbean 
Development Bank also rank higher in SIDS than 
they do overall. The share of projects with a gender 
component in SIDS appears to be increasing rapidly 
due to UNICEF’s social protection programmes in 
recent years. Yet in both 2018 and 2019, only two of  
9 SIDS reported having fully funded and implemented 
national statistical plans. 

Figure 19. Small island developing states with more than USD 1 million in commitments for data and statistics, 2018
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Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data.
Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

Figure 20. Top 5 and the rest of donors in data and statistics for small island developing states, 2016-2018
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Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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2.4.2 Fragile states
With the support of development partners, national 
statistical systems in fragile states31 have made 
progress towards strengthening their statistical 
capacities. However, the NSSs in fragile states still 
lack resources and technical skills to produce quality 
data. 

Total financial commitments to statistical 
development received by fragile states in 2018 
amounted to USD 127 million (18% of total 
commitments), similar to the previous period (about 
USD 120 million per year during 2014–2017). 
Commitments have become less concentrated 
among recipients, indicating a trend towards funding 
diversification. The top recipients (Haiti, Congo, 
Mozambique, Afghanistan and Liberia) received 

31 For the purposes of this report, the definition of a fragile state is drawn from the Harmonised List from the World Bank.  
See http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/888211594267968803/FCSList-FY21.pdf 

less than 70% of the statistical aid donated to 35 
fragile states (Figure 21) in 2018, down from 77% in 
2017. Similarly, the top 5 donors (the World Bank, 
USA, Sweden, IADB and European Commission/
Eurostat) together provided 72% of all aid to data 
and statistics in fragile states (Figure 22) in 2018, 
much less than the share of top 5 donors (88%) in 
2017. By sector, demographic statistics still received 
the greatest proportion of total commitments – in 
particular, to support civil registrations and vital 
statistics. Donors also committed more to social 
protection programmes in 2018. The dominance of 
demographic and social statistics over other areas 
of statistical activity is expected to remain in the lead 
through 2019 and 2020, thanks to the 2020 census 
round. 

Figure 21. Top 5 and the rest of fragile states recipients in support to data and statistics, 2018
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Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data.
Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data

In fragile contexts, more commitments and long-term 
investment are crucial for strengthening systems and 
capacity development. This is particularly important 
in light of the 2030 Agenda, to implement and monitor 

national development plans and the SDGs and to fill 
sector-specific gaps in areas such as environmental 
and economic statistics. 
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Figure 22. Top 5 and rest of donors committed to data and statistics in fragile states, 2018
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2.5 KEY FINDINGS BY AID PROVIDERS 
OF DATA AND STATISTICS
An information-sharing mechanism or platform 
is needed to understand the change in the 
landscape of funding to data and statistics. The 
top five providers of development co-operation for 
statistics – the World Bank, USA, the European 
Commission/Eurostat, UK, and IMF – provided over 
70% of total commitments in 2016-2018, essentially 
unchanged from the previous period (69%). Figure 23 
illustrates support from the top 10 providers globally 
in funding to data and statistics. The Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation became the only philanthropic 
donor that ranks among the top 10 donors for the 2nd 

consecutive year. Other philanthropic donors have 
become a substantial part of the funding to data 
and statistics, despite accounting for a small share 
(just over 2% during this period). Together, bilateral 
donors, multi-lateral organisations and philanthropic 
organisations are diversifying the funding pool for 
data and statistics. It has become more apparent that 
a platform that shares donors’ information and helps 
donors to see a more complete picture is needed to 
understand statistical activities by governments and 
external partners in countries, especially in the light 
of the drastic changes brought by the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

Figure 23. Top 10 and the rest of donors to data and statistics, 2016–2018 

Source: Author’s calculation based on PRESS data.
Link to Original and Figure Data: PRESS 2020 Data
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ANNEX: METHODOLOGY USED  
IN PRESS 2020 
The Partner Report on Support to Statistics (PRESS) 
exercise is conducted annually to report on trends in 
support to statistics. To ensure comparability over 
time, the methodology is applied retrospectively for 
all years. This section presents the methodology. 

HOW PRESS WAS PRODUCED 
IN THE PAST TEN YEARS
PRESS aims to provide a full picture of international 
support to statistics. To this end, all editions of PRESS 
in the 2010s drew from two distinct data sources:

1.	The first is the Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development’s (OECD) Creditor 
Reporting System (CRS), which records data 
from OECD Development Assistance Committee 
(DAC) members (donors) and some non-DAC 
donors. It provides a comprehensive account of 
official development assistance. Donors report 
to the CRS using specific codes for the sector 
targeted by their aid activity – statistical capacity 
building (SCB) is designated by the sector code 
16062. However, when SCB is a component of 
a larger project, it is not identified by this code, 
which causes the CRS figures to underestimate 
actual levels of support for international aid. 
PARIS21 seeks to reduce this downward bias 

by searching project descriptions in the CRS for 
terms indicating an SCB component (Box A1). The 
CRS identify the donor of a project by looking at 
the source of the funding. Countries are identified 
as donors if the flow is directly between it and the 
recipient country (type 1 in Figure A1), or if the flow 
is earmarked to a certain project and channelled 
through a multi-lateral organisations (type 3 in 
Figure A1). If a project is funded by un-earmarked 
core contributions to multi-lateral organisations, 
the donor should be the multi-lateral organisation 
(type 2 and 4 in Figure A1). 

2.	The PARIS21 Secretariat supplements these data 
with an annual online survey, which is completed 
by a global network of respondents, mostly non-
DAC donors. The survey covers a subset of the 
variables collected in the CRS, as well as some 
additional variables specific to SCB. Responding 
to the questionnaire is voluntary and offers an 
opportunity for actors to share information about 
their statistical activities. Respondents are from 
countries that do not report to the CRS, as well as 
from multi-lateral institutions with large portfolios 
of statistical projects that have requested to 
report directly to the PARIS21 Secretariat.

BOX A1 HOW TO CAPTURE PROJECTS IN CRS THAT ARE NOT MARKED FOR SCB?
First, PARIS21 use text analysis to search through the project title of the project using a key word list that 
contains statistical terms such as census, survey, data, indicators, etc. Because the project title are usually 
concise, the ones contains these keywords are identified as data and statistical projects. 

Secondly, using the similar methodology, PARIS21 searches through the short descriptions using a more 
strict keyword list, which contains terms such as SDG data collection, census preparation, capacity 
development, etc. The more strict list is used to avoid the “false-positive” descriptions that only mentions 
data or statistical concept for reference. Similarly, throughout the first and the second step, another list of 
keywords (a “blacklist”) were also used to avoid the identification of projects that are not related to data 
and statistics, the most common example here is the landmine survey in conflict regions and the monitoring 
programme that does not translate to country capacity. 

Thirdly, the projects identified in the first and second steps are combined with projects identified through 
the SCB marker. A machine learning methodology was then used to summarise the key features of long 
descriptions in identified projects. The long descriptions of the rest of the projects are then compared against 
the identified features. Only descriptions with significant similarity with the identified projects will be marked 
as data and statistical projects. 



38   PRESS 2020

Figure A1. Flows of official aid 
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Starting from the 2019 round, the PRESS report now 
covers the commitments received by all countries 
in order to align the number with the SDG indicator 
17.19.1: “Dollar value of all resources made available 
to strengthen statistical capacity in developing 
countries”. The support that is not country-specific 
is calculated as the “unspecified” category. To 
avoid counting projects twice, those reported by 
implementers are not included in the final results 
unless it was not reported by their donors. 

WHAT THE PREVIOUS PRESS 
REPORTS DON’T CAPTURE
The workflows of combining two main sources of 
PRESS are described in Figure A2. As the PRESS 
data depend in large part on the CRS database, 
which has a 1.5-years lag in coverage, the previous 
editions of PRESS don’t capture timely donor 
financial flows to statistics leading to a structural 
issue of a lag in reporting. 

Figure A2. How the lag in the CRS data leads to a lag in PRESS reporting
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This lag meant that PRESS in its previous format 
(with the two data sources in Figure A2) could not 
be used to:

	X Nowcast the funding to statistics, i.e. estimate 
support to statistics and data for the current year.

	X Forecast funding to statistics, i.e. estimate 
support to statistics and data for the coming 
years.

Hence, despite the many improvements in the 
PRESS, the lack of timely aid reporting is a persistent 
concern among its primary users – donors. With 
growing interest in funding data and statistics, there 
is a rising demand for timely data to plan activities 
and projects and coordinate various development 
co-operation efforts. This issue has taken on 
substantial urgency in the wake of coordinating 
efforts to fund the Cape Town Global Action Plan 
for Sustainable Development Data (CT-GAP)32 and in 
the context of a diverse data ecosystem comprising 
new actors. PARIS21 addressed this request in its 
2019 annual meeting by introducing a new product 
called E-PRESS (or Early PRESS) that will provide 
stakeholders with information from PRESS with 
much less lag. The methodology became more 
relevant in 2020 when the whole development co-
operation community had to face the challenges 
brought by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

ESTIMATING UP-TO-DATE SUPPORT 
TO STATISTICS USING CRS
While the previous PRESS report captures the 
support to data and statistics by looking at 
global commitments to statistics, the annual 
disbursements33 received by a certain country 
are more informative for donors in planning their 
activities, especially the short-term activities 
financed by a donor’s annual or biannual budget. 
Taking this variable under consideration would allow 
for estimating support to statistics in the current and 
coming years using the same data source (CRS), 
which reports on both variables. Hence looking at 
disbursements instead of commitments to estimate 

32 See https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/hlg/Cape-Town-Global-Action-Plan.
33 The release of funds to or the purchase of goods or services for a recipient; by extension, the amount thus spent. Disbursements record the actual 
international transfer of financial resources, or of goods or services valued at the cost to the donor. In the case of activities carried out in donor countries, 
such as training, administration or public awareness programmes, disbursement is taken to have occurred when the funds have been transferred to the 
service provider or the recipient. They may be recorded gross (the total amount disbursed over a given accounting period) or net (the gross amount less 
any repayments of loan principal or recoveries on grants received during the same period). It can take several years to disburse a commitment.

the support to data and statistics has two distinct 
advantages:

1.	Disbursements capture the actual release of 
funds, hence are more useful for donor planning 
purposes.

2.	It can take several years to disburse a commitment. 
Hence there are more data points available on 
disbursements than commitments over the same 
time period. 

This availability of more data enables estimating 
support to statistics, now indicated by disbursements, 
in the current year (nowcasting) and coming years 
(forecasting) by employing only regression analysis, 
as shown in the following sub-sections.

A further benefit of looking at disbursements is that 
this information is available in multiple data sources, 
beyond CRS (see Section 3 for more).

Nowcasting: using commitments to 
predict current disbursements
Given that CRS has a lag of current year-2 for 
reporting both disbursements and commitments, 
one way we can estimate support to statistics 
(disbursements) in the current year is by looking 
at the relationship between the two variables. The 
literature on aid predictability indicates that the two 
variables may be closely related over time. A 2013 
study examining aid predictability based on CRS 
data also shows that commitments have a significant 
impact on disbursements some five years after they 
were made (Hudson, 2013). 

For most development projects reported to the 
CRS and the PRESS survey, both commitment and 
disbursement data are reported or can be calculated 
through variables such as cost-estimates. PARIS21 has 
developed a rudimentary regression model to estimate 
the funding from donors based on historical data. 
Regression analysis was carried out to predict current 
disbursements based on reported commitments, 
captured by Estimated_Annual_Spending. 

Disbursement = Estimated_Annual_Spending * k + d

Where Estimated_Annual_Spending = Commitment/time period
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Figure A3 shows a correlation between 
disbursements and average spending. Average 
spending is calculated based on the assumption 

34 The particular reversed correlation can be explained by different factors. The 2008 global financial crisis impacted the continuity of some donors’ ODA 
flow more than others. The significant variation of exchange rate or inflation rate of a donor could lead to a sudden change in the converted constant value 
of aid. Some donors also tend to make more long term commitments than others, causing a distribution of disbursements over a long period of time, even 
after the donors had significantly reduced its overall international aid package. 
35 Unlike the annex, the results presented in the main text is based on CRS data available in 2020.

that commitments without a detailed plan for 
disbursement will be evenly distributed from the 
expected starting year to the end year of the project. 

Figure A3. Disbursements vs average spending reported in CRS
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The analysis of the two variables shows a significant 
correlation (at the 90% significance level) between 
disbursements and commitments each year. The 
value of k varies and can be less accurate depending 

on the reporting pattern of each donor. For example, 
while the commitments numbers reported by donors 
each year are usually higher than disbursements, the 
case is reversed for other donors (Figure A4)34. 

Figure A4: Disbursements vs Commitments in CRS reported by a DAC donor 
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Using the above method, PARIS21 was able to 
nowcast the funding to statistics in years without CRS 
data based on estimations from the CRS database. 
The estimation can deviate from the actual reported 
number by 10-20%, and the accuracy is higher for 
more recent years as donors have committed to 
better transparency and reporting granularity. 

Based on this methodology, although at the time of 
writing this section in September 2019, CRS data35 
only has a full coverage of official aid until 2017, 
the nowcast is able to provide information on aid to 
statistics until 2019. The updated results from the 
nowcast based on 2020 data are presented in the 
main text of this report. 
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Forecasting: using assumptions  
to predict future disbursements
The predictability between disbursements and 
commitments used for nowcasting funding to 
statistics decreases after the current year (or a short 
time horizon), since for example, many projects 
committed in 2017 will end in 2020. However, 
this lack of predictability on paper can be partially 
mitigated by creating a forecasting model based on 
a few well-informed assumptions, leveraging past 
PRESS data and PARIS21’s institutional knowledge 
on support to statistics for over two decades. These 
assumptions, which can lead to better forecast 
quality, are described below: 

1.	Continuation of certain long-standing 
projects: We can assume that large projects 
such as the support to the Demographic Health 
Survey (DHS) driven by USAID, IMF’s country 
and regional training on economic statistics, 
and the World Bank’s programme on statistical 
development will continue in the near future. 
These projects are generally stable and have 
similar amounts allocated every year. Similarly, 
the upcoming 2020 round of censuses in low-
income countries are expected to be funded 
partially by donors. This information accounts for 
almost 60% of projects in statistical development. 
Confirmation from donors on the continuation of 
these projects can improve the accuracy of this 
analysis. 

2.	Termination or reduction of funding for certain 
projects: We can also anticipate the termination 
or reduction for funding tied to a project based 
on its specific nature. For instance, the support 
to censuses is a one-off disbursement and will 
not be continued after a certain time period. 
Similarly, if a country graduates from World 
Bank’s IDA Borrower’s list or becomes an upper-
middle-income country, it is expected to receive 
less ODA overall in the coming years. In those 
cases, support for statistics might be affected 
disproportionally, given its low priority. 

It is also crucial to point out that the prediction 
can only be accurate if development aid providers 
maintain their current levels of effort, continue 
running existing programmes, ensure the 
commitments are fully disbursed, and respond to 
prioritised needs such as censuses. In addition, 
even if the above models indicate a significant 
increase in disbursement projections, the data and 
statistics community should not claim victory until it 

is fully materialised, and the CT-GAP for Sustainable 
Development Data is fully funded.

Due to the uncertainty brought by the COVID-19 
pandemic, the forecasting results from this 
methodology were not presented in the PRESS 
2020. It will appear the future PARIS21 publications 
once more evidence becomes available. 

LOOKING OUTSIDE THE BOX: BEYOND CRS

Exploring alternative data sources 
for aid flows on statistics 
Apart from nowcasting and forecasting 
disbursements to statistics from CRS data, another 
way to address the structural lag issue in aid-flows 
reporting can be looking into the root cause of the 
problem – the dependency on the CRS database 
– and look for this information in alternative data 
sources. PARIS21 has identified three main (types) 
of alternative data sources below. 

The International Aid Transparency 
Initiative (IATI)
The IATI datastore is the largest alternative database 
outside of OECD-DAC data. With more than  
100 donors reporting to this database, IATI has 
a much shorter lag than CRS. It also covers more 
projects by philanthropic foundations. The COVID-19 
pandemic and the rising need for coordination also 
incentivises aid providers to report to IATI with 
less delay. However, IATI data suffer from a lack 
of quality assurance and inconsistency within the 
dataset. Although using a similar data structure 
as the CRS, the reported projects in IATI may not 
include important granular information such as 
project descriptions. Further, as many donors only 
committed to reporting to IATI after 2014, the lack of 
historical data for drawing time series also affects its 
ability to forecast.

Donors’ transparency portals
In recent years, global donors have strengthened 
their efforts on aid transparency. Many donors have 
developed an online data portal or uploaded online 
datasets to share information on their aid projects, 
especially the major donors in statistics such as the 
World Bank, UNDP, USAID, DfID/FCDO, Canada, 
etc. These datasets usually have a similar density of 
information as the CRS data and are usually updated 
more frequently than CRS. However, the majority of 
donors still lack such portals and public datasets. 
Furthermore, merging these different datasets is 
possible, but time-intensive.
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PARIS21 has explored these data sources since 2019 
and has accumulated knowledge over this period.  
For example, the USAID dataset helped PRESS 2019 
to identify the USA’s support to statistics for the first 
time, especially its effort through the Demographic 
Health Survey (DHS). PARIS21 has also established 
a methodology for merging and harmonising the 
aforementioned datasets. 

Multi-lateral donors’ reporting 
to the PRESS survey
The PRESS survey portal includes a feature that 
allows donors to report on future projects. Since 

many donors have a biannual programme of work, in 
each year’s survey, they are encouraged to provide 
information on the project they have planned or 
committed in the near future. In the survey portal, 
donors can verify, edit, and cancel future projects 
in the next round of reporting. However, the PRESS 
did not fully reflect future projects due to its focus 
on accuracy – which could still contain valuable 
information to project aid flows. PARIS21 developed 
a methodology to leverage this as an underutilised 
existing data source that may not reflect completely 
on the activities from donors but would be useful 
nevertheless for nowcasting funding. 

Table A1: Comparison of data sources

Data source No. of observations Advantages Disadvantages

Conventional data source

CRS More than 2.5 million

•	Full coverage of donors’ 
portfolios (as long as 
projects are counted as 
ODA)

•	Data quality assured 
by the WP-STAT36 

standards

•	12-month lag
•	Relative low coverage 

in multi-lateral 
organisations and 
NGOs

•	Need further analysis 
to identify statistics-
related projects

Alternative data sources

PRESS survey 4,000 to 5,000

•	Only statistics- or data-
related projects are 
included

•	Allow reporters to enter 
future planned projects

•	Only covers key 
multi-lateral donors in 
statistics

•	Detailed information 
may be omitted by 
reporters during the 
reporting process

IATI More than 500,000

•	A small lag in reporting
•	Reporting from NGOs 

and philanthropic 
foundations

•	Gradually gaining 
popularity among aid 
providers

•	Need further analysis 
to identify statistics-
related projects

•	Lack of quality 
assurance

•	Incomplete portfolio

Donors’ transparency 
portals

The full portfolio  
for each donor

•	Full coverage of donors’ 
portfolios

•	Well-maintained and 
updated

•	Less than ten major 
donors provide 
accessible databases 

•	Need further analysis 
to identify statistics-
related projects

36

36 DAC Working Party on Development Finance Statistics, 
 see http://www.oecd.org/dac/financing-sustainable-development/development-finance-standards/wp-stat.htm
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Addressing gaps in the alternative data sources
To take advantage of the alternative data sources, 
PARIS21 combined information from the PRESS 
and link it to these alternative data sources to 
create a more up-to-date harmonised database 
on funding to data and statistics. However, this 
requires addressing the completeness and coverage 
problems described below: 

1.	The completeness problem: A common 

weakness of the alternative data sources, as 

compared to CRS, is their incomplete coverage. 

This is especially apparent in IATI where, unlike 

CRS, donors may not report their full portfolio, 

leading to a lack of comprehensive information 

(vertical) problem. Further, the CRS uses a more 

“centralised” reporting system for each donor 

country whereby information from different 

agencies providing ODA is gathered under one 

entity before reporting to CRS as a whole. The 

IATI, on the other hand, allows different agencies 

in a single donor country to report their data 

separately. This implies different reporting 

patterns for different agencies based on their 

capacity to do so regularly and a lack of overall 

coordination.

2.	The coverage problem: In contrast to the CRS 

database, which covers over 100 donors, there 

is only a very limited number37 of the donor’s 

transparency portals, despite the advantage of 

complete coverage and more granular information 

in these portals.  

PARIS21 has mitigated the horizontal and vertical 
problem in alternative data sources by harmonising 
and linking these databases. The final dataset used 
in the analyses below combines the alternative data 
sources and PRESS data using project IDs and other 
identifiers. As a caveat – the total number of projects 
included in the alternative sources altogether is still 
only 40% of all projects reported in the CRS. 

The advantage of using such data sources, such as 
timeliness and inclusion of philanthropic foundations, 
makes them a useful extension of the PRESS data, 
especially when trying to solve the lagged issue. But 
their weaknesses imply that they are not a substitute 
for CRS – and by extension the conventional PRESS 
reporting. 

37 Less than 10 as identified by PARIS21 in 2020.
38 Based on data collected in 2019, the future improvements of the database may resolve this issue.

LINKING THE ALTERNATIVE SOURCES: 
THE NEW HARMONISED DATABASE
The next step in leveraging the independent 
alternative data sources described above is to link 
them with PRESS data and create a new harmonised 
database of disbursements for data and statistics at 
the project level. 

Using disbursements as the primary variable to 
determine the support to statistics bears further 
fruit at this step: data on annual disbursements are 
adequately available in most of the data sources 
considered above. The activity-based CRS data 
contains disbursement information for more than 
98% of the projects. Similarly, the PRESS survey 
for multi-lateral donors provides specific information 
on disbursement plans (although it is project-
based). The donors’ transparency portals are also 
expenditure/disbursement based. 

However, the IATI database is weaker in this regard: 
it contains an unusually high percentage of negative 
commitments or disbursements. For example, 
in 2016, 18% of projects reported either having 
negative commitments or disbursements, while this 
is less than 1% for CRS38. 

For the harmonised database, the missing 
disbursement values were imputed based on the 
assumption that the commitments were distributed 
evenly from the starting date to the end date of 
the project. These negative projects in IATI were 
corrected or removed by cross-validating against 
CRS. The duplicated projects were then removed 
based on project identifiers. Consultations with 
several multi-lateral donors were conducted to 
ensure the validity of the final data. 

Figure A5 presents an example of how the new 
harmonised dataset looks after linking the different 
sources. For the 15,312 projects in the new data 
set, 54% of disbursement activities come from 
CRS data, compared with over 73% in the earlier 
dataset used for PRESS. In the new dataset, the 
PRESS survey accounts for 27% of projects while 
IATI data and donors’ databases account for 19% of 
projects. By filtering through the data using recipient 
country and year, donors can already observe 
the upcoming funding received by a country for 
statistical development. It is then easier for them 
to identify funding gaps in prioritised areas. Hence, 
the new harmonised database can achieve better 
diversification of data sources and reduces the 
dependence on CRS.
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Figure A5: Comparison of PRESS and the new harmonised database for the share of projects in the final datasets,  
by sources of data 
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Bringing them together – nowcasting and 
forecasting with the new harmonised database
PARIS21 applied the same model on nowcasting 
and forecasting support to statistics (disbursements) 
but based on the new harmonised database, linking 
PRESS data with the aforementioned alternative 
sources. This database is used for the final projected 
number for 2019 in Figure 2 and Figure 6. The main 
findings of this approach were similar to those 
based on CRS estimations: there is no indication of 
a systematic increase in funding to statistics in the 
current or coming years.

CONCLUSION ON THE NEW METHODOLOGY 
AND WAY FORWARD
The nowcast and forecast analysis aims to solve a 
specific issue faced by the PRESS, rather than to 
substitute it. Even with longer lag, the PRESS still 
reports the most reliable and comprehensive data on 
funding to statistics. The PRESS database continues 
to serve as the source data for SDG Indicator 17.19.1. 

The outputs from nowcast and forecast also vary 
in their accuracy. While the merged database is as 
robust as PRESS, the forecast analysis is based on 
several assumptions. Results produced through the 
nowcast and forecast analyses can therefore be used 
for different products to serve different purposes:

	X The nowcast on disbursements and some 
information provided by the harmonised dataset 
can be directly presented in PRESS 2020 as a 
natural extension of its current content, based on 
existing data sources like CRS.

	X The forecast on funding gaps could be presented 
in separate policy briefs due to its speculative 
nature.

	X The complete harmonised database can also 
be deployed on a platform, such as the Clearing 
House on Financing Development Data, to be 
used as a dynamic planning tool by development 
partners.

The immediate next step in improving the new 
methodology is to strengthen the communication 
and consultation between PARIS21, donors and 
recipients. Benefits from such consultations would 
lead to further robust results by correcting erroneous 
information contained in IATI data, validating 
assumptions on termination or continuation of 
projects in assumptions for forecasting, and 
generally enhancing data sharing. Consultations 
over the product will also help PARIS21 to shape its 
work better to meet the demand of its stakeholders. 

As the COVID-19 pandemic may affect donors’ 
GDP/GNI, and consequently their ODA, one can 
expect some fluctuation in development financing. 
Despite the difficulty these anomalies will bring to 
the analyses, the transparency and timeliness of the 
information on funding to data and statistics have 
also become more relevant, as identified in Part 
1 of this report.  The results from these analyses 
can play a crucial role in informing and supporting 
the statistics community and the development co-
operation community in their response to these 
challenges.
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