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Abstract 

Without a well-established quality culture, the risk of producing data or statistics that are not fit 
for purpose or are flawed will increase. This can ultimately undermine trust and confidence in 
official statistics and the national statistical system. A defining feature of a quality culture is the 
shared commitment within a statistical office to focus on users’ needs and deliver statistics of 
appropriate quality. It is also characterized by a common understanding of key quality-related 
concepts, shared values and working methods, as well as the systematic use of opportunities 
for improvement. Furthermore, regular quality reviews and reporting are essential to raise 
awareness of quality assurance and strengthen the quality culture within an organization. 
(UNECE, 2025) 

Depending on the context, quality reviews can serve different purposes:  

• to directly stimulate quality improvements,  

• to promote a quality culture, and/or 

• to enhance external confidence in statistics. 

Statistics Sweden has used ASPIRE (A System for Product Improvement, Review and 
Evaluation) since 2011 for regular and thorough reviews of the accuracy of key statistical 
outputs aided by external experts (see ES CoP principle 4, indicator 4.4). Initially, ASPIRE was 
a key component of the agency’s Quality Assurance Framework to restore external confidence 
in statistics after a period of recurring errors in published data 2008-2010. More recently, as 
confidence has grown, its role has shifted toward fostering a quality culture. 

In this paper, we explore the positive effects of using ASPIRE to date, as well as the challenges 
we have faced and continue to address. Among other factors such as effective communication 
and regular follow-up, the commitment of leadership remains crucial to achieving the intended 
outcomes. 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Background 

Statistics Sweden has a long-standing tradition of working systematically with quality, 

encompassing both the quality of statistical outputs and the quality and efficiency of the 

statistical processes that underpin them. These processes support statistical quality through 



 

 

 

  

the use of standardised tools, best practices, and sound methodology (see Appendix 1). Taken 

together, these initiatives constitute important foundations for a robust quality culture. 

In 1990, Statistics Sweden introduced annual quality self-assessments, whereby statistical 

product managers reported changes in quality in statistics across quality dimensions. The 

results were compiled at the agency level and reported annually to the Swedish government. 

The self-assessments continued until 2008, when they were deemed overly subjective, as 

results consistently indicated improving quality over time.  

Incidentally, during the 3 years following the discontinuation, Statistics Sweden experienced a 

period of recurring errors in statistics resulting in negative publicity. An example of one of the 

more serious incidents occurred in March 2010 with the so-called shoe-error in the Consumer 

Price Index. This incident resulted in an erroneously high inflation rate, with consequences for 

many areas of the economy such as pensions, social insurance payments, and monetary 

policy analysis. The occurrence of errors was disturbing and undermined confidence in 

Statistics Sweden’s statistics. 

Consequently, the government mandated Statistics Sweden to re-install in its annual report 

quality measures reflecting changes over time. This was the main backdrop regarding the 

development and launching at Statistics Sweden of ASPIRE – A System for Product 

Improvement, Review and Evaluation – in 2011. It is a good example of an application of the 

ES Code of Practice with respect to Principle 4, indicator 4.4 (Eurostat, 2017). 

“There is a regular and thorough review of the key statistical outputs using also external 

experts where appropriate. “ 

During the first years the focus of the reviews was primarily to restore confidence in Sweden’s 

official statistics and to deliver measures of quality reflecting changes over time to the Swedish 

government. Another purpose was to stimulate and inspire quality improvements and to a 

greater extent involve methodologists in improvement projects thereby supporting the quality 

culture of the agency.  The use of external experts gave important credibility to the results 

which took the form of scores as well as recommendations regarding opportunities for 

improvement – both product-specific and cross-cutting.  

Although ASPIRE is specific to Statistics Sweden, the experience is relevant for many other 

statistical offices that struggle to embed quality frameworks into a sustainable quality culture. 

This paper offers practical lessons on how quality reviews can evolve in this direction.  

  



 

 

 

  

1.2 The importance of a quality culture  

Given the focus of ASPIRE to promote and support a quality culture at Statistics Sweden, 

the recent work by the United Nations Statistical Commission, notably its Maturity Model for 

Quality Culture in Official Statistics, offers an excellent framework for measuring, analysing, 

and understanding progress towards a mature and robust quality culture. Note however that a 

self-assessment has not been made against this model at Statistics Sweden. 

A strong quality culture encompasses a shared commitment to deliver statistical products 

and services to users that are fit for purpose. This commitment applies to everyone in a 

statistical agency or statistical unit and throughout the national statistical system who is 

involved in producing and disseminating official statistics and guides their actions and 

decision-making processes. A high level of management commitment and support is 

essential for successfully establishing a quality culture. Management must establish 

quality policies, monitor practices, and encourage continuous improvement efforts. 

... 

Without a well-established quality culture, the risk of producing data and statistics not fit 

for their intended use or even erroneous will increase and eventually undermine the trust 

and confidence in official statistics and the national statistical system.“ (UNECE, 2025) 

The ASPIRE review offers another perspective on quality culture (Linacre et al, 2023): 

A strong quality culture also requires everyone in the organisation to understand the 

organisation’s quality policy and framework, and their role in it. Specifically, it requires 

product areas to: understand the quality of their product and how far it meets the needs 

of users; seek to continuously improve, evaluate what they do and report the outcomes. 

1.3 Commitment of leadership – a cornerstone for quality culture 

According to the UN Maturity Model on Quality Culture in Official Statistics:  

High-level commitment is a cornerstone trait that shapes the entire organization's 

approach to quality. When leaders actively advocate for and prioritize quality assurance, 

they stress the importance of quality assurance throughout the organization. By 

implementing policies and measures to embrace quality assurance, leaders promote the 

responsibility for maintaining and improving quality standards within the organization. 

The high-level leadership typically consists of the head and deputy heads of the national 

statistical agency or unit and the subsequent directorlevel, as applicable (UNECE, 2025). 

See appendix 3 for the other key characteristics that reflect and support a quality culture 

according to the UN Maturity Model on Quality Culture for Official Statistics. 



 

 

 

  

2 The ASPIRE evaluation approach 

Since 2011, Statistics Sweden has used ASPIRE to conduct external expert reviews of the 

accuracy of key statistical products (See appendix 2). 

2.1 Reviews of the ASPIRE approach 

In 2017, the ASPIRE reviews were paused to make adjustments in relation to Statistics 

Sweden’s newly issued regulations on quality for the System of Official Statistics in Sweden, 

by way of a quality concept that is user-oriented with a fitness for purpose perspective. This 

meant a shift in ASPIRE from the former perspective of aiming for excellence.  

In 2023, the ASPIRE reviews were paused again, due to resource constraints. Instead, a 

thorough review of the whole approach was made in cooperation with the external expert team 

with the aim to address weaknesses and maintain strengths. It became apparent with this work 

that the earlier focus to restore confidence in statistics was no longer required by the 

government rendering the quantitative measures to be superfluous. Therefore, the door 

opened to shift the main focus towards quality culture (Linacre et al., 2023).   

2.2 A renewed focus 2023 

As previously mentioned, Statistics Sweden has a long history of quality culture with the 

following mechanisms in place: 

• Use of statistical production tools and systems with the adoption of standards and 

best practices (see the Statistical Production Support System in Appendix 1) 

• Adherence to quality regulations, quality policy, frameworks, guidelines and routines 

• Annual quality evaluations of official statistics with analysis and improvement actions 

• Regular reporting of errors and analysis of root causes 

• Quality documentation in the form of quality reports and statistical production reports 

• Training, forums for collaboration, empowerment of methodologists 

• Running the ASPIRE quality reviews on a regular basis. 

Despite these mechanisms, it should be said that quality culture needs to be sustained and 

further developed to remain relevant. Suitably, top management expressed that ASPIRE focus 

on the further promotion and support of the quality culture at the agency. A request from top 

management was to tie together the system-wide annual evaluations of the quality of official 

statistics (SOS-Q) to the more in-depth ASPIRE approach. To this end, the experts 

recommended in their report an office-wide risk analysis connected to SOS-Q which all 

statistical products would perform regarding published statistics during the current year. The 

risk analysis would instead be forward-looking to the coming year considering the risk for error 



 

 

 

  

or increased uncertainty compared to the current year. Such a risk analysis would not only be 

beneficial in the preventative work to avoid errors but also to enhance quality awareness. 

Besides this, it could also be used to select strategic candidate products in need of a more in-

depth review by way of ASPIRE. The risk-based approach was tested in the following year and 

showed promising results. However, it has not yet been implemented across Statistics Sweden 

(Linacre et al., 2023), as further clarification is needed as well as consideration of measures 

minimize the response burden within the organization. 

3 ASPIRE recommendations 

3.1 Cross-cutting recommendations 

ASPIRE has consistently proven to be an effective tool for assessing the accuracy of key 

products. Although its current scope covers only four products per year, the external experts 

still obtain a sufficiently representative overview to identify cross‑cutting issues and provide 

recommendations for quality improvements that strengthen statistical quality. The expert team 

has repeatedly demonstrated its ability to pinpoint problematic or critical areas and to articulate 

clear, actionable measures for improvement. Recent recommendations include: 

• Strengthen the agency’s statistical leadership. Producers must understand customers’ 

businesses and the policy questions they face, enabling them to identify what solutions 

and quality standards best meet users’ needs. This approach positions Statistics 

Sweden as an “intelligent supplier,” and through such discussions, users also become 

“intelligent customers”. (Linacre et al, 2022) 

• Statistics Sweden should assess the seemingly increased nonresponse levels in its 

business surveys by business size and determine whether they have increased over 

time. If so, methods to reduce nonresponse—such as imposing a fine for the largest 

units and personal follow‑up for small and medium‑sized businesses – should be 

considered. If personal follow‑up is too costly, it could be applied to a sub‑sample to 

gather information on the nature of nonresponse and to support imputation. (Carey et 

al, 2025) 

3.2 Product recommendations 

Regarding the products themselves, recommendations seem also to be spot-on and of 

obvious value. Examples of recommendations: 

• to stimulate internal and explorative analysis in order to learn more about our data 

preferably before the statistics are published (Carey et al, 2024), 



 

 

 

  

• to analyse how estimations or other models work in different phases of the business 

cycle (Carey et al, 2024). 

However, assigning clear ownership of cross-cutting recommendations has been challenging. 

Also, it has been an increasing challenge in recent years for top management to select 

strategic products for the reviews. 

4. Strengths and challenges with ASPIRE 

The ASPIRE reviews currently contribute to quality culture in the following ways: 

• Regular quality evaluation and reporting 

• Monitor effectiveness of quality improvement initiatives 

• Use of standard tools for quality reporting 

• Detecting quality weaknesses that span across more than a single product, where 

further investigation and a solution would benefit several product areas  

• Highlighting strategies that would positively impact relations with stakeholders and 

users (for example statistical leadership) 

• Suggesting activities for product teams that would stimulate innovation, increase 

knowledge and provide opportunities for collaboration (for example more analysis) 

using estimation and imputation models) 

• Facilitating discussions among high-level managers about quality management, how 

quality is prioritized and threats to quality 

• Facilitating discussions among product teams about quality in their current work 

environment.  

Important challenges remain to achieve a greater impact on the quality culture at the agency. 

4.1 Follow-up of cross-cutting recommendations 

The current challenges appear to stemat least partly from the fact that the recommendations 

provided to Statistics Sweden are non‑binding with no external body responsible for following 

up on their implementation. Moreover, top management faces numerous other urgent issues 

that are obligatory or more important. 

Another difficulty relates to the question of ownership. During the early years of ASPIRE, top 

management had to assume responsibility for the errors that led to negative publicity. They 

were highly impressed by the ASPIRE methodology and took clear ownership to ensure its 

success. However, as leadership changes over time, incoming managers may not feel the 

same sense of ownership – especially if the core issue of trust in statistics is no longer as acute 

as it was in 2010. In such circumstances, it becomes challenging to secure management 

commitment to quality improvement measures that are merely recommended rather than 



 

 

 

  

required, particularly when other urgent matters demand both staff capacity and financial 

resources. 

4.2 Follow-up of product recommendations 

Difficulties with follow-up appear closely tied to the non-binding status of the 

recommendations. Product teams often face competing priorities—such as IT system renewals 

or efficiency-driven projects—that often outweigh important but optional quality-related work. 

Some recurring remarks from product teams are: 

• Preparations required substantial effort, but resulting insights were highly valued. 

• The review was excellent – experts were knowledgeable and well-prepared. 

• The recommendations were relevant and motivating,  

• However, the product teams lack the resources to act on the recommendations. 

To fully realise the value of the ASPIRE reviews, the recommendations need to be adequately 

resourced, taking into account competing organisational priorities.  

4.3 Selection of products 

Selecting suitable products has also become increasingly challenging. Several factors 

contribute to this. Products that have gone through review often share with others that a 

substantial amount of preparation is involved—even if they ultimately consider the reflection 

on quality to be valuable. Acknowledging that participation in ASPIRE requires extra effort, 

there may nevertheless be a perception within the organisation that the preparatory workload 

is substantial. Many products therefore avoid volunteering and seek to justify why they should 

not be selected. Instead of viewing participation in ASPIRE as a privilege or an opportunity, 

they see it primarily as an additional workload. 

Another aspect is that many of the more important products are tied up with other urgent 

commitments, such as redesign efforts, major IT system upgrades, or challenges related to 

understaffing. Consequently, the pool of available candidates for review has been shrinking, 

which in turn reduces the effectiveness of engaging external experts in the review process. 

In summary, we acknowledge that since the revision of the ASPIRE approach in 2023, the 

reviews have not had the intended impact on strengthening the quality culture in the agency. 

4.4 Spreading of good examples 

Although ASPIRE has generated valuable learning, the spreading of good practices across 

the organisation remains weak.   



 

 

 

  

5 Conclusions  

ASPIRE has evolved to meet changing needs at Statistics Sweden. However, the challenge 

remains to promote and support a stronger quality culture and to allow the supporting 

processes to evolve further, for example the mindset could be better integrated into regular 

work flows.  The ASPIRE reviews, in their current format, could be further exploited with 

modest effort by Statistics Sweden:  

• Commit to a forward-looking risk analysis and strategically select products for review 

based on identified risks  

• View participation in the ASPIRE-review as a learning opportunity rather than a 

burden 

• Ensure that recommendations can be prioritized and carried out in an optimal way 

• Commit to resourcing selected products sufficiently to empower them to address 

recommendations 

• Assign a “champion” to be accountable for cross-cutting recommendations. Ensure 

that action is planned, resourced, scheduled, executed and the impact evaluated 

• Incorporate the follow-up process of ASPIRE recommendations into the regular 

follow-up routines at the agency.  

Other general initiatives that support a quality culture but that feed into the ASPIRE process: 

• Commit to maintaining quality declarations up to date and relevant, with inclusion of 

or reference to documentation of innovation initiatives and their results/impact 

• Support the exchange of experiences with ASPIRE via seminars, workshops, open 

house etc. to share the challenges, innovations, recommendations and improvements 

– allowing others to learn and benefit from the experience and encouraging 

collaboration between staff who struggle with similar challenges on different teams.   

These improvement actions coupled with a strong high-level commitment from leadership can 

be seen as further steps towards a shared commitment between leaders and staff to 

strengthen the agency’s quality culture. Such steps will underpin the greater task of delivering 

statistical products and services to users that are fit for purpose and maintain the trust and 

confidence in official statistics. 
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Appendix 1 

Table 1 Chart with the main quality activities at Statistics Sweden 1980-2026 

Year  Quality activities /initiatives Additional quality activities /initiatives 

1980 Guidelines for quality reports Policy for user oriented quality reports 

1986 Annual methodology prize introduced  

1988 Annual quality prize introduced,  -2017  

1990 Annual self-assessments of quality in statistical 
products – results in annual report to govt,     -2008 

Coodinators support quality documentation                                  
-2006 

1992 Quality manager appointe. Quality pilots 
educated,  -1999 

 

1993 TQM applies,   -2003                                                                                                                     

1994 Updated guidelines for a quality concept and 
recommendations 

 

1996 
SCB applies to SIQ- The Swedish Insitute for 
Quality Development- for the Swedish Quality 

Award 
 

1998 Updated Quality policy  

2001 Updated guidelines for quality reports with a 
quality concept 

The first Q2001 conference in Stockholm  

2002 Quality evaluation programme with internal 
teams- external to products,   -2006 

Statistics Sweden regulation for the official 
release etc of officiial statistics  

2004 New quality policy  

2006 The statistical production support system (SPS) 
is introduced   

Criteria for sufficient quality for official statistics 

2008 
Preparations for ISO 20252 certification, Quality 

organisation with Quality manager, central team and 
auditors 

Error reporting which is compiled in annual report 

2010 The Swedish government commiissioned 
Statistics Sweden to produce „quality indicators“ 

 

2011 ASPIRE evaluations of Accuracy are launched 
for important statistical products  

 

2012 A qualty audit programme is in place to support 
ISO-certification ............-2019 

 

2014 ISO-certification in place           -2018  

2016 Statistics Sweden‘s regulation on quality for 
official statistics with Quality handbook for support  

 

2017 
Statistics Sweden’s regulated annual 

evaluations of the quality of official statistics, 
supported by the Evaluation handbook 

 

2018 Gudielines and routines for revisions of 
statistical values, for official statistics  

Guidelines for what contitutes official statistics 

2022 New Quality policy with a Quality Declaration for 
Statistics Sweden 

 

2026  Updated Quality policy, updated Revision policy  



 

 

 

  

Appendix 2 

Table 2 Products selected for ASPIRE reviews and years in ASPIRE 

Products Years with ASPIRE 

Foreign Trade of Goods Survey (FTG) 2011-2017 

Labour Force Survey (LFS) 2011-2019 

Annual Municipal Accounts (RS) 2011-2017 

Living Conditions Survey (LCS/SILC) 2011-2017 

Structural Business Statistics (SBS) 2011-2017 

Consumer Price Index (CPI) 2011-2019, 2021 

Business Register (SBR) 2011-2019, 2022 

Total Population Register (TPR) 2011-2017 

Gross Domestic Product, quarterly (GDP-Q) 2011-2019, 2022 

Gross Domestic Product, annual (GDP-A) 2012-2014 

Producer and Import Price Index (PPI) 2015-2019, 2021, 2024 

Production Value Index (PVI) 2020, 2022, 2024 

Quarterly Air Emission Accounts (QEA) 2020, 2022 

Building permit statistics (BPS) 2020, 2022 

Population Statistics  2022 

The Population's Labour Market Status (BAS) 2024 

Gender Statistics (GS) 2024 

Research and development in Sweden (R&D) 2025 

Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (SILC)  2025 

Educational attainment of the population and the 
Education Register  

2025 

Quarterly Economic Statistics  2025 

 



 

 

 

  

Appendix 3 Six key characteristics that reflect and support a quality culture in the UN 
Maturity Model for Quality Culture for Official Statistics (UNECE, 2025) 

1. Awareness and innovation 

o Shared understanding of the importance of quality among all levels of staff 

o Culture of systematic innovation 

▪ New data sources, process refinement, new methods and tools 

2. Communication management and channels 

o Internal communication as well as with external stakeholders and users 

o Clarity, openness, transparency about data and data quality 

3. Data governance 

o Ensuring confidentiality and security of all data 

o Policies, standards, rules and measures for data access, use and reuse 

o Authority and control over data production 

o Transparency about data governance 

4. Quality assurance monitoring and error handling 

o Quality management systems and frameworks 

o Compliance with international standards 

o Regular quality evaluation and reporting 

o Monitor effectiveness of quality improvement initiatives 

o Use of standard tools for quality reporting 

o Protocols for documenting and openly communicating errors, and their 

underlying causes 

o Collaborative environment where errors are opportunities for learning and 

reinforcing commitment to high-quality standards 

5. High-level Commitment  

o Corner-stone trait that shapes the entire organization’s approach to quality 

o Leaders actively prioritize quality assurance 

o Implement policies and measures that embrace quality assurance 

o Promote the responsibility for maintaining and improving quality standards 

o Encourage continuous improvement 

6. Staff commitment 

o Pivotal characteristic 

o Fostered through a sense of responsibility and accountability, where 

employees collectively share the duty to uphold the value of high-quality 

official statistics 

o Further strengthened by a culture of collaboration 


