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Executive summary 

  

The situation of agricultural statistics in developing countries in the middle of the first decade 

of the 21st century called for urgent actions to ensure the availability of good quality data for 

evidence based decision making. The Global Strategy for Improving Agricultural and Rural 

statistics (The World Bank, United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, United 

Nations, 2010) is a joint effort between different organisations to boost the efficiency and the 

sustainability of agencies in charge of the production of agricultural statistics. As part of the 

Action Plan for Africa (African Development Bank, African Union Commission, and United 

Nations Economic Commission for Africa, United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, 

2011) of that Global Strategy, the African Centre for Statistics of the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa has been mandated to implement a project aiming at improving the 

African training system in agricultural statistics. This study uses soft systems methodology in 

order to arrive at a better understanding of the problem situation about training of statisticians 

in agricultural statistics on the continent and to propose a solution that can improve the situation 

while taking into account the diversity of education systems and traditions across the continent. 

The study used face to face interviews, group interviews, and review of literature in order to 

gain a deep understanding of the problem, capture the cultural diversity and the power relations 

in play, and foster a structured dialog among the different actors in order to arrive at a proposal 

of a solution that is both desirable and acceptable for all parties. The proposed solution aims at 

building on existing statistical training systems to arrive to a harmonized system of training that 

ensure the comparability of skills and competencies of holders of degrees in agricultural 

statistics, no matter where they were trained in the continent.  This report presents the problem 

situation, the methodology used, the body of data and the main conclusions and 

recommendations of the study. 
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Aims and objectives 

Following an assessment of the situation of agricultural statistics in developing and transition 

economies, several international organizations and donors have partnered to implement a world 

level Global Strategy for Improving Agricultural and Rural. The African Centre for Statistics 

of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa has been mandated to implement the 

training component of the Action Plan for Africa of the above-mentioned global strategy. This 

study aims at contributing to the training component of the Action Plan for Africa by proposing 

a training strategy, including both initial and continuous training that would allow meeting the 

needs for qualified and motivated statisticians from agencies in charge of the production of 

agricultural statistics in African national statistical systems. 

Ideally the proposed training system for agricultural statisticians should have the following 

characteristics: 

- It should be integrated into the overall educational system of the concerned countries; 

- It should be flexible enough to respond to changing needs of the countries; 

- It should be cost effective and sustainable, in particular financially; 

- It should allow statisticians to keep up with the evolution of research and technology in the 

area; 

- It should be adapted to the various situations of the countries while providing comparable 

skills and competencies for statistician across the continent and remaining in line with 

international standards in terms of academic degrees. 

Such a training strategy will help improve the efficiency and the sustainability of the systems 

that produce agriculture statistics in African countries. This will in turn contribute to the 

development of sustainable statistical systems in Africa, which is an objective of the statistical 

programme of the United Nation Secretariat, objective that is shared by the statistical 

programmes of many other international organizations such as the World Bank, the African 

Development Bank, and the African Union Commission among others. The development of the 

national statistical systems should in turn help produce on a regular basis good quality statistical 

information that will serve as input for evidence based decision making for projects and 

program aiming at poverty reduction, millennium development goals and other development 

objectives that has been defined nationally, regionally or internationally. 
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I. Introduction and background 

The 2012 issue of the economic Report on Africa published by the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa was titled “Unleashing Africa’s Potential as a Pole of Global Growth” 

(African Union, United nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2012). The report recognizes 

that Africa has the potential to become a global pole of growth provided actions are taken in 

some key areas, among which agriculture. Agriculture plays a critical role in development 

policies: In addition to providing food, clothing and fuel, agriculture play a key role in issues 

such as food security, environmental degradation and multinational natural resources 

management (The World Bank, United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, United 

Nations, 2010). But the success of policies and programmes aiming at agricultural development 

is contingent on the availability of reliable information on the agricultural sector and its 

relations with other sectors. The food crisis of 2007-2008 has shown the limits of the capacity 

of developing countries to provide reliable information on agriculture. This observation has led 

the international community to develop a global strategy for improving agricultural and rural 

statistics. The strategy documents starts by observing that the quality and the quantity of 

agricultural statistics produced by national statistical systems has declined at the wrong time, 

before proposing various capacity building strategies as a remedy to the problem (The World 

Bank, United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, United Nations, 2010).  

An assessment of the situation of agricultural statistics at the world level was conducted jointly 

by a certain number of international organizations, among which the United Nations Food and 

Agriculture Organization, the World Bank and the United Nations Statistics Division. This 

assessment produced a report highlighting many weaknesses in the data on agriculture produced 

by many countries. In particular, it highlighted the need of improving agricultural and rural 

statistics through harmonization, which has already been mentioned by numerous previous 

studies, for example, Wadja, Adam and Mouyelo-Katoula (2008). These organizations 

published a strategy to tackle the situation called “Global Strategy to Improve Agricultural and 

Rural Statistics”.  

The proposed strategy was based on three main pillars which are:  

 Producing a minimum set of core data taking into account national priorities; 

 Integrating agricultural statistics into the national statistical systems of the countries; 

 Fostering the sustainability of agricultural statistics through improvement of the 

governance and development of statistical capacity.  

A trust fund for the implementation of strategy was been established and received several 

contributions. This global strategy has been followed by the design of an action for Africa (The 

World Bank, United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization, United nations, 2010), which 

is the translation at regional level of the global action plan, The African Centre for Statistics 

has been mandated to implement the training component of the action plan for Africa.  

The strategy to be implemented by the African centre for Statistics was in particular asked to 

address the following issues: 

 Difficulties for National Statistical Offices to recruit staff with adequate qualifications,$ 

 Difficulties for she statistical training centres to find students that meet their selection 

criteria.  

 Insufficiency of budgets of national statistical offices to cover short and long term 

trainings for the staff.  

 Inefficiencies in the job market for statisticians.  
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This project is a contribution to the training component of the Global Strategy that focuses 

particularly on the training aspects in agricultural statistics. The objective of the project is to 

propose a sustainable training system for agricultural statisticians on the continent that would 

improve the comparability of skills and competencies of graduates from all countries. A systems 

approach seemed very appealing to deal with the problem because, starting from the observation 

that there is a diversity of educational systems on the continent, and that it would not be realistic 

to try to change these systems to follow the same approach, it was clear that the solution had to 

deal with multiple cultures and multiple world views while taking into account the inevitable 

power relations between the actors. In addition, sustainability was a key objective in the 

proposed training system as many previous projects have failed due mainly to lack of buy-in 

from the countries and lack of continuous source of funding.  

The project is a typical development management project because it is about intervening is the 

process of an already ongoing change in a context of multiple actors and conflicts of values. 

These are the characteristics of a typical development management intervention as defined by 

Thomas (1996) and in the Open University course TU870 course guide.  

The project is important for African countries and their technical and financial partners because 

it will contribute to the improvement of the capacity of national statistical system to produce 

good quality agricultural statistics for sound decision making about sustainable agriculture and 

food security, which are both critical for poverty reduction strategies. The work is also of 

interest for the African Group for Statistical Training and Human Resources, a continental 

working group on statistics training for which the United Nations Economic Commission for 

Africa is playing the role of secretariat, because it will improve the inter-organizational 

relationships between the different organizations supporting training in statistics. Currently, 

there is little coordination and almost no cooperation between organizations in the area and this 

is creating duplications of activities and wastes of resources. A common programme that is 

acceptable for all organizations will increase cooperation and coordination and therefore 

improve the efficiency of the resources dedicated to improving training and human resources 

management in African national statistical systems. Finally, the research is important for 

development management as it is about the use of system thinking to tackle a typical 

development management issue, and it may therefore generate useful lessons learned for future 

similar projects. 

 

 

II. Nature of the problem 

African economies are very dependent on agriculture. The share of agriculture in the gross 

domestic product is more than 40% for many African countries. For example, in 2011, 

agriculture represented 73.3% of the GDP at current market prices in Liberia, 57.6% in Sierra 

Leone, 54.1% in Central African Republic, 47% in Togo, 45.6% in Ethiopia, 43.1% in Niger 

and 41.6% in Burundi (African Development Bank, African Union Commission, and United 

Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2013). Agricultural products represent also a fair 

share in the exports of most African countries. Countries which economies are based on 

agriculture depend on it for generating the major part of their foreign exchanges (The World 

Bank, 2008). In addition, the major share of the population in African countries rely on 

agriculture for its living. The World Development Report 2008 estimates at 86% the percentage 

of rural people in the world for whom agriculture is their source of living (The World Bank, 

2008). Agriculture is linked to other critical issues such as environmental sustainability, land 

management, rural-urban migration, etc. For all these reasons, agriculture is a very sensitive 
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sector for African economies. This fact has been acknowledged at the highest level, and many 

initiatives are being taken to improve the state of the agricultural sector in African countries, 

for example the Comprehensive Africa Agricultural Development Programme (New 

Partnership for Africa Development, 2013). 

Nevertheless, there are serious issues with the availability and the quality of data on agriculture. 

Part of the problem has to do with the availability of qualified and motivated personal in 

agencies in charge of the production of agricultural statistics (Kiregyera, 2001). Indeed, in the 

area of statistical training and human resources management there are many signs of 

dysfunctions despite decades of efforts by international organizations and other technical and 

financial partners. The needs for statistical capacity building in statistical training Africa 

emerged very early after the independences as the expatriate staff were leaving and the 

importance of data for informing national development plans was becoming apparent 

(Kiregyera, 2001). There were some international initiatives that were conducted to improve 

the availability of statistical data for African countries (African household survey capability 

programme for example). Among these initiatives, the UNDP-sponsored programme, 

Statistical Training Programme for Africa (STPA) executed by the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa, was initiated in 1978 (African Group on Statistical Training and Human 

Resources, 2010). Many statistical training centres were created at this period. The Statistical 

Training Programme for Africa ended in 1993 with not all its objectives met. But, at the end of 

the 1970s and throughout the 1980s, it became obvious that the quantity and quality of African 

statistics was on serious decline. This was confirmed by a detailed assessment of national 

statistical capacities undertaken in 32 African countries conducted by the United Nations 

Economic Commission for Africa. 

At the Joint Conference of African Planners, Statisticians and Planners in January 1990, the 

Addis Ababa Plan of Action for Statistical Development in Africa was formulated with the 

objective, among others, of strengthening and sustaining statistical training programmes at 

various levels and institutions. The Addis Ababa Plan of Action for Statistical Development in 

Africa was adopted by the UNECA Conference of Ministers responsible for economic 

development and planning in May 1990. The action plan was completed without fully meeting 

its objectives for various reasons.  

Many other statistical capacity building initiatives were launched during and after the 

implementation timeframe of the AAPA with more or less coordination. Among these 

initiatives: 

- The creation of the Partnership in Statistics for Development in the 21st Century (Paris21) in 

1999 (http://www.paris21.org/); 

- The adoption of the Marrakech Action Plan on Statistics (MAPS) in 2004 

(http://unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/doc04/marrakech.pdf); 

- The development of the Reference Regional Strategic Framework for Statistical Capacity 

Building in Africa (RRSF) in 2006 (http://www.uneca.org/publications/reference-regional-

strategic-framework-statistical-capacity-building-africa). 

- The creation of the African Group on Statistical Training and Human Resources in 2009 

(ecastats.uneca.org/acsweb/Publications/AGROST.aspx); 

- The adoption of the African Charter on Statistics by the Heads of State and Government of 

African Union in 2009 

(http://www.au.int/en/sites/default/files/AFRICAN_CHARTER_ON_STATISTICS.pdf).  
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- The development of the Strategy for the Harmonization of Statistics in Africa (SHaSA) in 

2010 (http://ea.au.int/fr/sites/default/files/SHaSA%20-EN.pdf). 

Nevertheless at the end of the 2010s, it was still clear that African national statistical systems 

have still not reached the level of sustainability were support from external partners and 

international organizations was not required anymore to produce quality statistical data. In the 

area of statistical training and with the objective of reviving the Statistical Training Programme 

for Africa, the African Group on Statistical Training and Human Resources identified the major 

challenges facing statistical training in Africa and conducted a SWOT analysis. 

Thee major challenges were: 

1. Coordination of statistical training programmes incorporating assessment, monitoring and 

evaluation of training programmes to ensure relevance and impact;  

2. Alignment of training curricula to development needs; 

3. Standardization and harmonization of programmes; 

4. Accessibility and quality of statistical training; 

5. Statistical advocacy and education;  

6. Statistical leadership/management skills at NSOs and STCs. 

 

The table below gives the SWOT analysis produced by the African Group on Statistical 

Training and Human Resources: 

SWOT Analysis of Statistical Human Capital Development in Africa 

Strengths 

 Existing Frameworks (Agric ,NA, NSDS, ) 

 AGROST in place for the Coordination 

 Research conducted in specific statistical training and human resources development 

topics 

 Willingness by heads of Agencies to work together 

 Existence of training institutes offering statistical training 

 Key documents for training statistical development (Charter, SHaSa, RSSF) 

 

Weaknesses 

 Scattered uncoordinated statistical expertise 

 Inadequate supply of professionals (Statisticians, NA)to meet demand of NSOs 

 RECs weak–capacity, building statistical capacity 

 Donor funding – lengthy procedures 

 Training centers (Capacity to deliver on donor programs) 

 Lack of coordination and close collaboration  between NSOs and training centers   
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 University training – gap in official statistics not meeting demand (see UK), Not looking 

back in the past: Good plans, Lack of implementation 

 Lack of standardization of statistical training 

 Lack of harmonization of statistical training 

 Statistical training programs not aligned to statistical development needs 

o inconsistencies in statistical data management practices  

o infrequent review/update of curricula   

 Inadequacy of curricula and coverage of fields of study in statistics  

 Lack of assessment of progress made over the past 30 years 

 NSOs cannot define statistical training requirements especially in specialized areas 

 Statistical leadership and management skills 

 low supply of trainers and training  

 inadequate capacity of the ECA to coordinate statistical training on the continent  

 Lack of succession plans  

 not tapping in adequately  “stars” (progression) 

 low volume of statistical products  

 Not enough training centers  

 lack of innovative training solution and technology utilization for training  

Opportunities 

 Political will and focus on informed development decision making  

 Retain ‘Home grown expertise’ 

 Learn from the past: Curriculum 

 high demand to train statistician  

 donor support available  

 Support of the International Statistical Institute /ISI 

 Availability of local and international ICT supported training solutions for statistics  

 

Threats 

 Statistical brain drain  

 Infrastructure limitations  

 Funding gaps and shortages for expanding statistical training programmes  and initiatives  

 Decline of support to statistical development 

Table 1: SWOT analysis of Statistical Human Capital Development in Africa, extracted from 

the report of the meeting of the African Group on Statistical Training and Human Resources 

held in Kampala, Uganda, in March 2010. 
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According to findings of studies conducted by the African Group on Statistical Training and 

Human Resources, the linguistics barriers have created a diversity of statistical curricula and 

qualifications (African Group on Statistical Training and Human Resources, 2011a, 2001b, 

2011c, 2011d), creating difficulties in establishing equivalence between degrees and 

inconsistencies in the norms followed for producing official statistics, with hinders the objective 

of comparability aimed at in the Strategy for Harmonization of Statistics in Africa (SHaSA). 

Among the resulting problems identified in statistical training and curricula in Africa are the 

problem of the validity and the credibility of the qualifications across the continent, the problem 

of different institutions delivering the same certificate but using different curricula, the 

confusion created by the differences between professional and academic degrees, and the 

differences in the skills and competencies of people holding the same degrees (African Group 

on Statistical Training and Human Resources, 2011a). 

In addition to the efforts conducted by the African Group on Statistical Training and Human 

Resources, many other international organisations and bilateral donors are continuing to fund 

projects aiming at human resources development for national statistical systems in Africa. 

Among these we can mention the World Bank Trust Fund for Statistical capacity Building , 

various projects by the African Capacity Building Foundation, the support of the European 

Union to statistical development on the continent.  

The Action Plan for Africa of the Global Strategy for Improving Agricultural and Rural 

Statistics has, in addition, stressed the following problems in the area of statistical training and 

human resources management in African countries: 

 National Statistical Offices are having problems to recruit staff with adequate 

qualifications in order to produce the needed data because, on one hand, the salaries 

proposed for civil servant are not attractive and, on the other hand, there is a lack of 

specialized curricula leading to master and doctorate degrees in the area of statistics; 

indeed, the majority of the existing curricula are too mathematically oriented and do not 

put emphasis on the practical applications of statistics. The statistical training centres 

that are already proposing trainings in agricultural statistics do not currently have the 

capacity to meet the demand. 

  The statistical training centres are having difficulties finding students that meet their 

selection criteria, in particularly for small countries. Furthermore, funding trainings in 

statistics is still a challenge for many African countries. In addition, there are not enough 

short-term and long-term training that delivered directly on the work place for 

statisticians producing agricultural statistics in African national statistical systems.  

 In many African countries, the budgets of national statistical offices are insufficient to 

cover short and long term trainings. As a result, these offices are dependent on donors 

for their training programmes. At the same time, there are not enough provisions for 

continuous learning in the donor-funded projects aiming at statistical capacity building 

in national statistical systems.  

 The job market for statistician does not function efficiently mostly because of the lack 

of availability of relevant information for both recruiters and candidates.  

 

Various statistical training centres, on the other hand, facing financing challenges have devised 

various strategies for survival (Muba, 2006, N’Guessan and Chitou, 2006, Odwee, 2006).  

There is therefore a complex situation where multiple actors are trying to intervene in order to 

create positive change. One problem with the multiplicity of actors is the fact that their efforts 

are not well coordinated and there are duplications of efforts and inter-organization competition 
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that create a wastage of resources. The inter-organizational relationship between these 

organizations could certainly be better managed. 

At the same time, any durable solution for the agricultural statistic production should also take 

into account existing initiatives among which, the Strategy for the Harmonisation of Statistics 

in Africa (African Development Bank, African Union Commission, United Nations Economic 

Commission for Africa, 2010) and the necessity to mainstream sectoral statistics into global 

strategic plans for statistics such as the so-called national strategies for the development of 

statistic (Yeo and Adou, 2008, Kiregyera, 2007). 

It is in this context that the Global Strategy for Improving Agricultural and Rural Statistics was 

designed. The training component of the global strategy is aiming specifically training in 

agricultural statistics, but training in agricultural statistics cannot be improved without taking 

into account the problems of statistical training in general.  
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III. Research methodology and design 

In order to give the research a strong link with development management and particularly the 

concepts taught in the TU872 course, the research problem was formulated as follows: how can 

system thinking help inter-agency collaboration in the design and implementation of a 

harmonized training system for agencies producing agricultural statistics in sub-Saharan 

Africa? The objective of the research is to propose an intervention by which resources will be 

directed to influence changes in sub-Saharan countries that would allow the production of better 

agricultural statistics. The intervention will be an additional effort in an existing process as 

African countries are already making efforts to improve their statistical systems (Sanga, 2011). 

The intervention will therefore be an effort to influence that already on-going change process 

and this is one the characteristics of a development management project (Thomas, 1996). In 

addition, as indicated above, the intervention is taking place in a context of multiple actors that 

do not necessary share the same values, which is another important characteristics of a 

development management intervention (Thomas, 1996).  

The research is of interest for the organization I am working in because it will directly contribute 

to the mandate given to the organization by its stakeholder: contribute to the efforts of building 

the capacity of national statistical systems of African countries. The research is also of interest 

to development management as it is an application of system thinking to a development 

management problem that will inform of how broadly applicable this approach is in 

development management issues and which tools and techniques are more useful in the specific 

kind of problem the research is dealing with. It may bring good practices or, on the contrary, 

help identify traps of using system thinking, in particular soft systems methodology in the 

specific kind of problem the research is trying to tackle. 

 

III. 1. The use of system approach 

The first question that has to be answered was whether a system thinking approach was really 

suitable for the project. In their discussion of systems approach, Martin and Sue (2010) gave 

the characteristics of a situation where system approach can be useful, that they called “a mess”.  

It was very interesting to compare the situation of agricultural statistics in sub-Saharan Africa 

with the characteristics of a “mess” (Martin and Sue, 2010): 

- Messes involve many different aspects that are interlocked and they appear in different forms.  

- Messes involve a lot of uncertainty; 

- In a mess, there are many aspects that cannot be controlled directly. 

All these characteristics apply to the situation the research is trying to deal with. This comforted 

the author in the belief that system thinking is a good approach for dealing with the situation.  

The five system approaches given in Martin and Sue (2010) were then compared to determine 

which one was most suitable for the project. Among the five, the Soft System Methodology 

(SSM) appeared as the most suitable for the current research. SSM starts from the principle 

that, in the presence of a situation perceived as problematic, there are multiple actors trying to 

act purposefully on the situation based of different World views. As for any soft systems 

approach, SSM consider that the process of inquiry into the real world situation can be 

considered as a system. SSM is therefore a collective process of learning that allow different 

World views to be confronted and allows arriving to a solution that is both feasible and 
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considered as desirable according to the different World views (Sue, Martin, 2010). The soft 

systems methodology approach seems particularly adapted to the current investigation as is 

takes into account the existence of different people perceiving a situation as problematic and 

trying to take action to improve it based on their world views. The low quality and low 

sustainability of training in agricultural statistics is a problematic situation and many different 

organizations are acting to improve the situation based on their world views. SSM can therefore 

help manage inter-agency collaboration in this particular context as it allows confronting the 

different world views of these organizations and building a common intervention that is both 

feasible and desirable for all. In the tradition of the system approach, we will consider 

organizations as systems that are themselves composed of sub-systems, therefore the analysis 

will try to find also the right level of the systems that will be the most useful for undertaking 

this project.  Uncovering the world views of both beneficiaries and actors will help respecting 

the four principles given in the course guide which are looking for the moral dimension, looking 

for relationships, learning about ourselves as we learn about the problem  and regarding 

development as shared responsibility. 

The Viable Systems Models, which gives the conditions for an adaptable system to survive, can 

be very useful in the analysis of the sustainability of the system that will be put in place in 

countries for the production of agricultural statistics. Critical Systems Heuristics, on the other 

hand, through its systematic uncovering and criticising of the boundaries that determine the 

reference systems of actors, will help in the process of understanding and aligning the world 

views of different agencies.  

It was therefore decided to use this methodology as the main one guiding the conduct of the 

investigation. In addition, the concepts learnt in the OU course TU872 about managing inter-

organisational relationships were used as much as possible, in particular the 3Cs (completion, 

coordination and collaboration), and other concepts used in Robinson, Hewitt and Harriss 

(2000)  on understanding inter-organizational relationships.  

 

III. 2. Overall research design 

Given that it was decided to use soft systems methodology (SSM), various manuals on SSM 

were used to arrive at the overall research design. The overall design follows the traditional 

steps in SSM design as defined by the founder of the methodology, Peter Checkland (1998): 

1- Finding out about the situation considered as problematic: this step will be conducted by 

developing rich pictures of the situation as perceived by different actors. The development of 

the rich picture will be followed by the analysis of the intervention, the social analysis and the 

political analysis. The main tools to be used in this stage are questionnaires and rich pictures. 

2- Develop some purposeful activity models: This will start by finding the root definition 

according to the different World views. The CATWOE model will be used as model of the 

purposeful activities. This step will also be done by face to face or group conversations based 

on questionnaires and causal maps. 

3- Use the models to question the real situation: the models developed will then be used to 

discuss about the situation and how to improve it.  

4- Define the actions to improve the situation: it is not very likely that, given the timeframe, 

the project will arrive at this stage by the end of the six months. 

The research design uses also the Viable Systems Model and Critical Systems Heuristics to 

complement SSM where possible, in particular in the three last steps. 
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 (a) Research questions 

The main research questions are: 

- What are the root definitions and the models of purposeful activities used by the agencies 

trying to improve the situation of training in agricultural statistics in the selected countries? 

- What are the boundary judgments that determine the reference systems these agencies are 

using in designing their interventions? How do these boundary judgments influence 

competition, coordination and collaboration between the agencies trying to help improve the 

quality of agricultural statistics in the selected countries? 

- How can the understanding of the world views of policy-makers in the selected countries 

help design interventions that can influence the already ongoing change process in a positive 

manner? 

- How can the uncovering of the different World views and the different boundary judgments 

help mutual learning and contribute to the design a collective intervention of the different 

agencies that is both feasible and desirable from the World views of all agencies and other 

stakeholders? 

 

(b) The data collection method 

There are broadly two categories of data sources that were used: 

- Documentation 

- People 

 

i) Use of people as informants 

The body of data collected was as follows: 

- Group discussions notes from the discussions on the problem situations that took place 

during various meeting related to the project. 

- Sets of notes from individual discussions with various actors. 

- Structured questionnaires received from human resources managers of agencies in 

charge of the production of agricultural statistics of various African countries. 

Even though the author has made effort to balance the sample of respondents in order to get the 

viewpoints of all identified clients, there were some constraints that have influence the selection 

of respondent. One of these major constraint was the accessibility of the respondents due to 

geographic distance. Respondents were mainly selected based on their presences to meetings 

or workshops organized by the African Centre for Statistics. This may create a bias in the 

distribution of respondents and has been taken into account in the analysis. The data obtained 

is nevertheless quite complete with regards to the information sought. The data may have 

problems of reliability given the power relations involved in the problem situation, but efforts 

were made to minimize such problem but putting the respondents in confidence. Ethical 

standards indicated in the TU874 course have been respected for collecting the information 

from respondents, in particular the guarantee of confidentiality. Discussions will also be 

oriented every time possible in a direction that would allow using critical systems heuristics to 

uncover boundaries judgements. These uncovered boundaries judgements are used in 

subsequent discussions to better understand the world views of the respondents. 
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The analysis was conducted in these step, the beginning of a step not meaning the end of the 

previous steps. Once a step is started, it is continued as long as relevant information is being 

received. 

 Start the analysis of type I on the basis of the documents of the project and the information 

given by the sponsors. 

 Once enough clients have been identified, start the step of finding the maximum information 

about the problem situation and the production of the rich picture, while continuing the 

analysis I. 

 Once sufficient information has been gathered about the problems situation, start the 

analysis II (social) and III (political). 

 Identify root definitions, and build models of purposeful activities. 

 Initiate the discussion based on the models of purposeful activity and start the research of a 

desirable and feasible selection. 

 

ii) Use of documentation as source 

In addition to the information collected through interviews and group discussions, various 

written reports and presentations on the problem situation were analysed. For the grey material, 

most of the documents were mentioned by people during the interview as giving more 

information on the position or the activities of the organization was working in. The author was 

careful in the analysis of the grey material, taking into account that institutional discourses may 

hide some important information. 

The other documents are those giving information about the organization that have initiated the 

global strategy. The academic documents were selected based on their usefulness for the 

methodology or the data analysis. 
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IV. Analysis and findings 

IV. 1. Rich picture 
Using the vast amount of information collected above, it was possible to develop a rich picture 

of the situation that is presented in annex I. That rich picture was started during the first group 

discussion and was progressively enriched in the following discussions in order to make sure 

that all aspects of the situation that are mentioned by the interviewees were captured. Making a 

rich picture that capture the situation for various actors who were not interviewed at the same 

time was not an easy task. The development has therefore been done by layers, each new 

discussion leading to additions to the picture.  

 

IV. 2. Root definitions 
The analysis of the documentation also allowed me to come up with a certain number of root 

definition of the problem, each one corresponding to a particular world view: 

- A system to produce on a regular basis a sufficient number of candidates that meet the 

requirements for the posts of statisticians in agricultural statistics producing agencies by 

selecting on a continuous basis students and giving them the knowledge required to work in 

such position. 

- A system that can ensure that holders of degrees in agricultural statistics are capable of 

working in all African countries and have similar skills and qualification to make them 

interchangeable, by harmonizing the content of the knowledge given and the level of 

recruitment. 

- A system that give students enough skills to be able to work on various sectors by giving 

them sufficient wide skills and preparing them to adapt easily to other sectors. 

- A system that give the students the traditional skills recognised for a statistician and that 

have enough solid theoretical content to make them able to innovate and contribute to the 

statistical science development. 

- A system that produce statisticians that have practical skills and can work directly in 

national statistical offices and agricultural statistics agencies by focusing more on practice than 

on theory. 

- A system that is flexible enough to adapt to the varying demand in terms of statisticians 

and that can adapt quickly to changes in development priorities of countries. 

- A system that allow quickly adapting the knowledge of statisticians in agricultural 

statistics agencies to follow new trends in technology by being connected enough to the world 

of research and innovation. 

- A system that allows easy knowledge sharing among statisticians in agencies in charge 

of the production of agricultural statistics. 

 

IV. 3. Models of purposeful activities 
After finding the root definition, a certain number of models of purposeful activities were 

designed that allowed comparing the models based on pure world view with reality. This was 

a very interesting step as it allowed a better understanding of the problem situation and the 

difference in the views of the different organisations involved. These models are given in annex. 
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IV. 4. Analysis I, II and III and critical systems heuristics 
In line with the approach to soft systems methodology recommended by Checkland and Poulter 

(2010), the author have also been taking notes during all the group discussions and the face-to 

face interviews in order to gather the necessary information to conduct the three analysis of 

SSM: the analysis of the intervention itself in order to identify owners, client, the cultural 

analysis of the situation in order to determine the norms, values and judgments in presence, and 

the political analysis of the situation. From the analysis of the situation, the author was able to 

identify the different stakeholders for the intervention. From the cultural analysis, three main 

traditions seemed to emerge which correspond roughly to the linguistic zones on the continent: 

English speaking, French speaking and Portuguese speaking countries. The differences in their 

approach of statistics and the role of the statistician comes mainly from history. The political 

analysis was particularly interesting because it has a direct relation with the issue of 

sustainability. The ultimate decision power comes from those providing the funds for statistical 

activities, which are mainly donors. As a result, the sustainability of statistical systems in many 

African countries is questionable given the heavy dependence of the activity on aid. 

 

i) Analysis of the intervention 

The analysis of the intervention allowed identifying the sponsors, the practitioners and the 

owners of the intervention, which itself allowed identifying worldviews that may be of interest 

for the research. As indicated above, the organizations that have initiated the project are the 

United Nations, the World Bank and the United Nations Food and agriculture Organization. 

These three organizations have therefore been considered as the sponsors of the intervention.  

The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa is the organization currently 

implementing the project, in collaboration with United Nations Food and agriculture 

Organization and the African Development Bank. For the training component, the United 

Nations Economic Commission for Africa is the sole implementer. The United Nations 

Economic Commission for Africa was therefore considered as the practitioner in the 

intervention. 

Many other organizations have interest in the outputs and some have even contributed 

financially. These organizations are considered as clients: the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation, the UK Department for International Development, the European Union. Other 

clients are managers and statisticians in agencies producing agricultural statistics, directors, 

teachers and students of statistical training centres and statistic departments of universities, 

ministries of agriculture, student interested in statistics, researchers, ministries of education, 

governments, and specialist of new technologies used in agricultural statistics. 

 

ii) Cultural analysis 

The differences between expected norms, rules and roles between people come essentially from 

different education cultures. These differences come essentially from the existence of different 

education systems in French speaking, English speaking and Portuguese speaking countries, 

differences that have been inherited from colonisation. As a result, the different countries in 

Africa do not have the same names for university degrees, nor do they have the same 

qualifications in statistics. We can roughly distinguish in terms of education tradition the 

francophone system and the Anglophone system (AGROST, 2010). 



19 
 

In the Anglophone system, there is a degree called bachelor which is obtained after completing 

studies at undergraduate level. Among the bachelors, we have the bachelor of art and the 

Bachelor of Science, the latter being more difficult. There are some English speaking countries 

such as South Africa where universities delivers a bachelor of science with honours which 

correspond to one additional year of study after the bachelor. Universities award the master 

degree which is obtained after two years of study after the bachelor. The highest degree awarded 

by universities in English speaking system is the PhD, which is obtained after three years of 

study after the master. In the English speaking system, there is also a postgraduate diploma 

which is delivered following one year of study after the bachelor. Statistics degree in the 

Anglophone countries are offered manly by university statistical departments. They have a lot 

of flexibility in the choice of courses to obtain the degree (AGROST, 2010). 

French speaking countries are following the adopted the Licence-Bachelor, Master-Masters, 

Doctorat-Doctorate (LMD) system.   License is obtained after three years of study, master after 

five years of study and doctorate after eight years of study.  In French speaking countries, 

statistics programmes taught in the universities are found mostly in the mathematics and 

computer science departments of universities. In this case statistics is seen as a sub discipline 

of mathematics. In addition, the French speaking countries have engineering degrees following 

the French model of engineering schools. These are schools that are highly selective at the 

entrance and that award engineers degrees after four or five years of study. Some of these 

engineering schools recruit after two years of university studies and offer three years curricula 

to obtain the engineer degree. Other recruit after high school and offer four or five years 

curricula to obtain the engineer degree (AGROST, 2010). 

Another difference is among those who favour more theoretical knowledge in statistics versus 

those who favour practical applications. The later consider that the statistician has to be 

knowledgeable in sciences such as management, leadership and official statistics which include 

lot of administrative tasks. This view is supported by some studies for example Thabane, 

Thabane and Goldsmith (2007) who stated that, iIn the current system, new graduates in 

statistics had to learn important career skills through trial and error after they have started 

working (, 2007). Those favouring the applied approach would like to see statistician coming 

from statistical training schools where all the elements of official statistics are taught and they 

would like to see less theoretical content and more applied activities in the statistical curricula. 

The proponents of the theoretical approach, on the other hand, favour a lot of theory in line with 

the universities approach, considering the practical aspects will be learnt during the job. 

Another important cultural differences among actors is how the statistician is seen and his role 

in society. Some people see statistics as a function and they consider that even people coming 

from disciplines such as economics, social sciences can become statisticians. There are on the 

other hand those who see statisticians as very specialized corps and consider that it is something 

that should be a full curricula oriented toward statistics that should be favoured.  

All these differences shape the worldviews of the different actors and should be taken into 

account when designing a solution that would be acceptable for all, given that cultural 

differences are part of the reasons the inter-organizational relationships are difficult to manage. 

 

iii) Political analysis of the situation 

Many interventions have failed due to what was called « lack of buy-in ». Throughout the 

discussions, it would be mentioned very often that a particular agreement was not implemented 

because it was not in the interest of some actors that had the capacity to block the change. It 

means that power relations played a key role in the success or failure of the intervention. 
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Standardisation and harmonization of curricula will affect the decision power of those who were 

deciding on the content programs and on who should teach these programs. Indeed, position is 

one of the commodity that brings power in the situation. In an agency producing agricultural 

statistics, being in the position of the one who can chose who is recruited as statistician brings 

a lot of power as it is something that can be easily traded with other advantages. The one that 

choses the statisticians during recruitment has therefore some power that may be affected by 

the project in case new norms are adopted that require that those recruited meet more 

standardised criteria. The harmonization of qualifications may therefore interfere with such 

power and, as a result, it is possible that the people having that power resist to the change that 

the project is aiming at. Another important commodity which bring power is the selection of 

people that should go to trainings. Like the power to decide who is recruited, the power to 

decide who goes to trainings is a commodity that can be exchanged and that expresses a form 

of power. When the qualifications will be harmonized and the skills of statisticians working in 

agencies producing agricultural statistics will be objectively measured, the margin of 

manoeuvre of those deciding who should be trained will be reduced. This is, therefore, another 

power that may be affected by the project and may bring resistance to the changed the project 

is seeking. In countries where civil servants are highly protected and cannot be fired easily, the 

power to recruit and the power to decide who goes to training are particularly important because 

these are almost the only commodities that can be traded when it comes to human resources 

management. 

The first implication is on the understanding of the situation. In general the respondents will 

not openly express opposition to the positions of those who are in position to retaliate against 

them. This should therefore be taken into account for collecting and analysing the information. 

The second implication is on the design of a feasible intervention. It is important to understand 

how these powers are affected by the new structure proposed and avoid a failure due to lack of 

support by these people in position of power. It can be done by giving them other power in 

replacement of those lost at least for a transition period. 

The third implication is that understanding well power relations in the problem situation can 

help improve inter-organizational relationships in capacity building in statistical training as 

differences of views on how to deal with power relations is one source of misunderstanding 

between organizations. 

 

iv) Use of Critical Systems Heuristics to complement the cultural and political analysis 

Once the worldviews have been identified, critical systems heuristics was used to better 

identify boundary judgments used by the holders of the particular world view, to understand 

their reference systems and, where possible, challenge their boundaries in the search of a 

solution that is acceptable for all. This step has been done in addition to the standard soft 

systems methodology cultural and political analysis. In order to conduct the step, the twelve 

standards questions defined by Ulrich were answered using the interview notes. The table 

below gives the questions and the different answers identified. 
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SOURCES OF MOTIVATION 

(1) Who is (ought to be) the client 

or beneficiary? That is, whose 

interests are (should be) served?  

Decision-makers; Students; The schools; Farmers; The economy; 

Recruiters; Agencies producing agricultural statistics; 

organizations supporting capacity building in statistical training; 

(2) What is (ought to be) the 

purpose? That is, what are (should 

be) the consequences?  

More sustainable funding for studies in agricultural statistics; 

Better functioning of the job market for agricultural statisticians; 

Better job conditions for agricultural statisticians; Schools being 

financially sustainable; Better quality agricultural statistics; Less 

vacancies due to not finding suitable candidates; Better decision-

making in agricultural policies; More cost-effective data collection 

methods; better inter-organizational relationships between 

organizations supporting capacity building in statistical training; 

(3) What is (ought to be) the 

measure of improvement or 

measure of success? That is, how 

can (should) we determine that the 

consequences, taken together, 

constitute an improvement?  

All students in agricultural statistics are finding scholarships; Less 

unemployed agricultural statisticians, less vacancies in agricultural 

statistics; Less turnover for statisticians specialist of agricultural 

statistics; No financial problems for schools; Projects identified 

correctly and results measured adequately; Less duplication of 

efforts, more coordination and cooperation, less competition 

between organizations supporting capacity building in statistical 

training;  

SOURCES OF POWER 

(4) Who is (ought to be) the 

decision-maker? That is, who is 

(should be) in a position to change 

the measure of improvement?  

The state; Technical and financial partners; Managers of agencies 

producing agricultural statistics; Managers of statistical training 

centres; Continental bodies governing statistical activities; 

Ministries of agriculture; organizations supporting capacity 

building in statistical training 

(5) What resources and other 

conditions of success are (ought to 

be) controlled by the decision-

maker? That is, what conditions of 

success can (should) those involved 

control?  

Funds; Curricula; Remuneration and other incentives for 

agricultural statisticians; Organization of the training system in 

agricultural statistics; Buy-in of decision-makers in countries; 

Adequate information systems for job market in agricultural 

statistics; Recognition of skills and competencies across the 

continent. 

(6) What conditions of success are 

(ought to be) part of the decision 

environment? That is, what 

conditions can (should) the 

decision-maker not control (e.g. 

from the viewpoint of those not 

involved)?  

Buy-in of decision-makers in countries; Evolution of the 

techniques for collecting and analyzing data; Evolution of 

economic conditions that may shift priority of state funding; 

Power relations beyond the scope of the intervention; Evolution of 

climatic conditions, and changes in agriculture; Evolution of 

international development agenda; 

SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE 

(7) Who is (ought to be) considered 

a professional or further expert? 

That is, who is (should be) involved 

as competent provider of 

experience and expertise?  

Statistician trained in a full statistical curricula; Human resource 

managers of agencies producing agricultural statistics; Managers 

of statistical training centres; Statistician working in the field; 

Experienced project managers in organizations supporting 



22 
 

capacity building in statistical training; Job seekers in agricultural 

statistics; Researchers using data in agricultural statistics; 

(8) What kind expertise is (ought to 

be) consulted? That is, what counts 

(should count) as relevant 

knowledge?  

Knowledge of the skills and competencies required for producing 

agricultural statistics; Knowledge of the practical issues in 

managing statistical training centres; Knowledge of the lived 

experience of statisticians in agencies producing agricultural 

statistics; Knowledge of the motivations of students seeking 

training in agricultural statistics; Knowledge of the links between 

planning at national and international level and needs of skills and 

competencies in agricultural statistics; Knowledge of the 

motivations of agencies supporting capacity building in statistical 

training; 

(9) What or who is (ought to be) 

assumed to be the guarantor of 

success? That is, where do (should) 

those involved seek some guarantee 

that improvement will be achieved 

– for example, consensus among 

experts, the involvement of 

stakeholders, the experience and 

intuition of those involved, political 

support?  

Existence of an agreed framework at continental level; Buy-in of 

decision makers in countries; No opposition form owners of power 

because their power is threatened; Satisfaction of agricultural 

statisticians on the job; Existing agreement for coordination 

between agencies supporting capacity building in statistical 

training; Students finding scholarship and job easily; State ready to 

finance training and data production in agricultural statistics; 

SOURCES OF LEGITIMATION 

(10) Who is (ought to be) witness 

to the interests of those affected but 

not involved? That is, who is 

(should be) treated as a legitimate 

stakeholder, and who argues 

(should argue) the case of those 

stakeholders who cannot speak for 

themselves, including future 

generations and non-human nature?  

State; International organizations; Statisticians; Students; 

Managers of statistical schools; Teachers in statistical schools; 

Ministries of education; The African Group on Statistical training 

and Human Resources;  

(11) What secures (ought to secure) 

the emancipation of those affected 

from the premises and promises of 

those involved? That is, where does 

(should) legitimacy lie?  

Regulations of human resources in agencies producing agricultural 

statistics; Agreements signed at the level of heads of states and 

ratified by parliaments; Written agreement between organisations 

supporting capacity building in statistical training; Rules and 

regulations of job market in countries; Accreditation requirements 

for statistical training centres; Statistical acts of countries; 

(12) What worldview is (ought to 

be) determining? That is, what 

different visions of ‘improvement’ 

are (should be) considered, and 

how are they (should they be) 

reconciled 

Skills and competencies should be harmonized at continental 

level; Statisticians should be a very specialized corps and only 

those having done specific studies and having passed certain 

criteria should be considered as statistician; The different 

education systems according to linguistic zones; Satisfaction of the 

statistician on the job should be put first; Schools should give 

training that allows getting job and being integrated ins society; 

The farmers should be the ultimate beneficiaries; The state should 

be the ultimate beneficiary. 
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The boundaries identified through critical systems heuristics were also useful for deciding 

whether the proposed solution will be acceptable or not for all parties. 

IV. 5. Discussions for a desirable and feasible solution 
The rich picture and the models of purposeful activities were used as tool to foster a discussion 

among the different actors in order to identify a solution that would both improve the situation 

and be acceptable for the different worldviews. These discussions happened mostly during 

meetings were several of the actors involved in the project were present: meetings of directors 

of national statistical offices, meetings of the members of the African Group on Statistical 

Training and Human Resources who are mostly directors of statistical training institutions, 

various meetings of experts for the validation of course syllabus produced in the context of the 

Global Strategy and face to face discussions that book place during meetings organized on 

issues related to other statistical areas, but where some actors involved in the project were 

present. 

One thing that emerged from these discussions is that it will not be possible to make substantial 

changes in the education systems of the different countries in order to create harmonisation. 

The solution had to be built on the already existing structures and education systems. It should 

therefore be a solution that will take the people that have already been trained in the different 

system and adjust their skills and competencies so that they reach a uniform level. The divide 

between universities focused on theory and training centres that are more practice oriented is 

also something that it is not reasonable to try to resolve. In particular the system of statistical 

training centres in French speaking countries is well established with a long tradition of success. 

This system is not likely to change easily in the near future given its long tradition and it 

prestige.  

Given the fluctuations of the demand and the high mobility of statisticians, a system that rely 

on agricultural statisticians trained since the first year may also not be viable. The solution 

should therefore allow for training in a few years people with degrees other than degrees in 

agricultural statistics. 

During the discussion, the concerns about harmonization killing cultural diversity was also 

raised. It appeared that any viable solution at continental level has to make a compromise 

between harmonization and keeping the specificities that makes the richness of the statistical 

training landscape.  

Progressively a solution emerged that appeared as both improving the situation and being 

acceptable for the different parties. The solution consists of five different and complimentary 

sets of actions: 

1- Builds the capacity of agencies producing agricultural statistics so that they can conduct 

regularly training needs assessment and plan their human resources strategically. 

2- Develop a harmonized set of skills and competencies required for an agricultural 

statistician at different levels.  

3- Create regional centres of excellence in agricultural statistics. 

4- Develop a certification system. 

5- Put in place a continental level accreditation system. 
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V. Conclusions, implications and recommendations 

Following the analysis and the discussions presented in the previous parts, a solution emerged 

that appeared as both desirable and feasible. The proposed solution consists of five different 

and complimentary sets of actions: 

6- Builds the capacity of agencies producing agricultural statistics so that they can conduct 

regularly training needs assessment and plan their human resources strategically. 

7- Develop a harmonized set of skills and competencies required for an agricultural 

statistician at different levels. These sets of skills and competencies will become a 

continental reference for training and hiring statisticians who are specialists of 

agricultural statistics. 

8- Create regional centres of excellence that will take care of giving other statisticians 

trained in various institutions across the continent the skills and competencies they are 

lacking as compared to the set of skills and competencies defined in the previous point. 

9- Develop a certification system with different levels of certificates that statisticians can 

acquire through standardized tests. 

10- Put in place an accreditation system for statistical programmes. 

 

V. 1. Building the capacity of agencies producing agricultural statistics in 

strategic human resources management 
Agencies in charge of the production of agricultural statistics should be able to plan their human 

resources needs for sufficiently long periods of time in order to produce a stable and predictable 

demand for training and new graduates. This can be made possible by giving these agencies the 

capacity to conduct training needs assessment and to plan their human resources strategically. 

The capacity building should be conducted in cooperation by all the institutions and technical 

and financial partners that are supporting statistical training, under the overall coordination of 

the African Group on Statistical Training and Human Resources. Once the agencies have had 

their capacities reinforced, they will conduct regular needs assessment and produce regular 

forecast of needs in collaboration with the rest of the national statistical system, under the 

coordination of the national statistical office. The African Group on Statistical Training and 

Human Resources will monitor continually the capacity of national statistical systems in 

training needs assessment and strategic human resources plan and will direct available resources 

for capacity building in the area where they are most needed.  

 

V. 2. Developing a harmonized set of skills and competencies required for 

agricultural statistician and harmonized training curricula 
Africa does not yet have a continental accreditation system for higher education, even though 

several countries have their own national accreditation systems. As indicated above, the higher 

education systems in African countries are structured differently and, therefore, an accreditation 

and quality assurance system at continental level is needed in order to improve mobility of 

students and professionals. In order to promote the harmonization of higher education, African 

countries have designed the revised Arusha Convention as a mechanism to facilitate the mutual 

recognition of degrees between countries. Efforts are currently being made by the African 
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Union commission in order to create a continental level accreditation system for higher 

education (African Union, xxx).  

The harmonization should aim at both making similar the curricula and qualifications of 

training institutes across the continent and making them in line with the needs expressed by 

national statistical systems. It should be kept in mind that harmonization involves more than 

exchanging information and ensuring comparability of the program (Knight, 2013b) and require 

also higher level strategic links that may requires changes at national and intuitional level. As 

part of this harmonization effort, norms and standards should be defined that all the training 

institutions should follow. These norms and standards concern both the content of the courses, 

the qualification of the trainers, the method of delivery, the examinations and the grading 

systems. 

Any attempt to harmonize degrees and qualifications in statistics should be made in the context 

of the already existing project led by the African Union Commission. Giving statistician the 

effective management skills they need in addition to statistical knowledge requires a strategic 

partnership between academia, private sector and government similar to the one recommended 

in Thabane, Chinganya and Ye (2008).  As indicated by Knigth (2013a), we should be careful 

not to introduce another layer of bureaucracy and regulation that would kill innovation. 

The harmonization process will also be an area of collaboration between all stakeholders of the 

intervention. Concerning the statistical training centres, there will always be a competition 

between them to attract students and that competition is beneficial for the quality of education. 

The harmonization of curricula will add a coordination dimension in their relationships that will 

make the competition more productive and more transparent for both students and recruiters. 

The harmonization will therefore improve the inter-organisational relationships between 

training centres. 

 

V. 3. Creating regional centres of excellence 
Shared capacity building programmes are essential for integrating sectorial statistics into 

national strategies for the development of statistics (Ajayi, Madaya, and Nshimyumuremyi, 

2008). In this line of idea, centres of excellence for training in agricultural statistics should be 

established in the different regions of the continent in order to provide good quality education 

in a cost effective manner to the students from the countries in the region. These centres will 

play a central role in the harmonization of the qualifications by teaching the additional skills 

and competencies that a student trained in other institutions may be lacking in order to fulfil the 

criteria for obtaining the harmonized degree defined at the continental level. It means that, in 

addition to giving full training curricula to students, the centres of excellence will provided 

tailored short trainings for students having already a qualification from other institutions so that 

they can be awarded the harmonized degree that is recognized at the continental level. These 

centres should also serve as references in terms of best practices in the teaching in agricultural 

statistics. These centres can also be the ideal place where a link is established between training 

and research in agricultural statistics. In order to achieve this, there should be research 

departments in the centres which should be linked with the teaching of degrees at the master 

and PhD level. This way the centres of excellence can reduce the time it takes from new 

techniques to move from the research to the ground.  

These centres can be created in already existing statistical training centres. A good example is 

the East African Statistical Training Centre which has created programs at the master level in 

agricultural statistics and is trying to become a reference on the continent in the area. The 

centres will also help in the localization of knowledge: In case some techniques need to be 
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adapted to the local context, these centre are ideal place to conduct efficiently this process of 

adaptation. 

Traditionally, centres of excellence are expected to fulfil the following needs: 

- Avoid constantly reinventing the wheel by aggregating the knowledge generated in different 

places and sharing it with all training institutions that would like to be at the top level of 

quality in the domain.  

- Providing a benchmark for other training institutions in terms of quality of the content 

taught and quality of the processes. 

- Maintaining the norms and standards agreed at the continental level.  

- Providing support and consultancy services to other training institutions wishing to align 

their qualifications with the continental standards. 

By concentrating in one place the material and the expertise for training statisticians in a given 

area of agricultural statistics, the centres of excellence will allow countries to make significant 

economies in the training costs for their statisticians.  In some highly specialized areas, the 

country level demand for experts may not be high enough to ensure the sustainability and the 

cost-effectiveness of training at national level. By dealing with the aggregated demand at 

regional level, the centres of excellence are more able to respond in a flexible manner to the 

variations over the years of the number of experts needed in these specialized areas. 

The centres of excellence can be funded by regional institutions such as the regional economic 

commissions and will contribute to regional cooperation and regional integration.  

The centres of excellence can build on the interesting experiences of already existing regional 

training centres (Muba, 2006, N’Guessan and Chitou, 2006, Odwee, 2006). The centres of 

excellence will contribute to the regionalisation of education in agricultural statistics, which has 

both benefits and pitfalls, and should therefore be approached carefully. The centre of 

excellence can help counters some of the pitfalls of regionalization of education mentioned in 

(Knight 2009) such as the “Brain Train’ where student try to earn as much degrees as possible 

in multiple countries, the commercialization of accreditation and the risk of replacing cultural 

diversity by homogenisation. 

 

V. 4. Creating a certificates system in agricultural statistics 
Professional certifications in agricultural statistics will serve as a mean to ensure that those 

holding these certifications are qualified to perform the associated jobs and tasks, for example 

sampling design for agricultural censuses and surveys, or developing economic accounts for 

agriculture. Such certifications may be affiliated with a continental level organisation, for 

example the African Union Institute of Statistics, or another continental level authority in 

statistics. Professional certificates have the advantage of being portable, which means that they 

are not linked to a specific university or training centre. The organization sponsoring the 

certificates will define different certificates for different groups of competencies and skills 

required for well-defined tasks in the process of production of agricultural statistics. It will also 

define the competencies required to earn each certificates and the standard tests for the 

candidates. Such certificates will induce more flexibility in the job market for agricultural 

statisticians and will reinsure the potential employers about the skills of candidates for given 

tasks. They will also serve as a way to reduce the barriers between different educations systems. 

Being recognized at the continental level, they will allow the skills statisticians trained in one 

education system to be easily recognized in another education system.  
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The specific certificates need to be agreed upon after continental level consultations that will 

involve universities, statistical training centres, national statistical offices, international 

organizations and technical and financial partners. Existing working groups at the continental 

level, for example the African Group on Statistical Training and Human Resource can be tasked 

to coordinate the process of defining the structure of the certification program. 

 

V. 5. Establishing a continental level accreditation programme: 
Accreditation is a way of ensuring the quality and the comparability of the degrees in 

agricultural statistics and the associated skills and qualifications. As there are already ongoing 

efforts to create an Africa level accreditation institution for higher education (African Union 

Commission, 2007 and 2013), the accreditation body for agricultural statistics should aim at 

becoming a part of the higher level accreditation body. The process of establishing the 

accreditation programme involves first defining norms and standards then ensuring that the 

training institutions are complying with these norms and standards. The methods for ensuring 

compliance may include: 

- Regular production of reports by participating institutions; 

- Assessment missions from the accreditation body (on demand or initiated by the 

accreditation body); 

- Questionnaires; 

- Award system. 

The development of the accreditation system is another way of enhancing inter-organisational 

relationships by increasing collaboration and reducing competition between institutions aiming 

at capacity building in agricultural statistics. For statistical training centres, on the other hand, 

the accreditation will increase the competition for quality at the benefit of the statistical systems.  

V. 6. Assessing the viability of the proposed system: using the Viable System 

Model 
The Viable System Model (ref), was found very useful in assessing how sustainable was the 

proposed system of training for agricultural statisticians. The model was used to check whether 

the components and the processes required for a system to be viable were present in the 

proposal. In the standard Viable System Model a system has to have the following five 

components in order to be able to survive in a changing environment with uncertainty (): 

Implementation, coordination, control, intelligence and policy. The table below shows the 

processes that have been identified in the proposed system that correspond to the required 

components of the Viable System Model: 

Components of the Viable System Model Some corresponding processes in the 

proposed system for training agricultural 

statisticians 

Implementation Design of standards by committees, design of 

harmonized courses and curricula, design of 

harmonized certificates and tests, delivery of 

training using harmonized procedures, 

activities of centers of excellence, conduct of 

training needs assessments, design and 

implementation of strategic human resources 

management policies, capacity building 
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projects implementation by technical and 

financial partners. 

Coordination Coordination of technical assistance for 

statistical training, coordination of training 

needs assessments at national and 

international level, coordination of the update 

process of accreditation standards, 

coordination of the organization of tests for 

delivering the certificates, coordination of the 

programs of centers excellence to avoid 

duplication. 

Control Audits, various studies for assessing the 

situation, production of regular reports by all 

parties, monitoring of job market for 

agricultural statisticians, monitoring of 

financial performances of training centers, 

conducting surveys of satisfaction for 

statisticians working in agencies producing 

agricultural statistics. 

Intelligence Follow-up of the situation of the overall 

statistical system at national and continental 

level, follow-up of the international agenda 

and its impact on statistical training. 

Policy Publication of guidelines and standards for 

statistical training centers, publication of 

reference frameworks to guide the delivery of 

the assistance by technical and financial 

partners, signature of memorandum of 

understanding between parties. 

 

Of course, the Viable System Model is much more complex than that and further work is needed 

to use it to assess the viability of the proposed training system for agricultural statisticians. For 

example, given the recursive nature of the model, each sub-system has to have also the five 

components and this needs to be taken into account in the implementation. But an assessment 

at high level was already useful to identify possible weaknesses that may affect negatively the 

sustainability of the system.  Another important thing that we learnt from the use of the Viable 

System Model was the fact that the management of the system and the communications 

channels should have at least as many states as the controlled system in order for them to be 

able to fulfill correctly their functions. This has implication on the design of the organizations 

in charge of coordinating the system: they should have units that deals with different aspects of 

the training system for example in order to be able to monitor and control it efficiently. The 

communications channels should also be rich enough to be able to transmit any change of state 

of one component of the system that is sensitive for the viability of the whole. These are just a 

few recommendations derived from the use of the viable system model, but the work needs to 

be elaborated further in order to fully capture the conditions under which the proposed system 

can be viable. 
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V. 7. Practical implementation 
The proposed solution is quite ambitious and can only be implemented in a phased manner over 

several years. As a first step, it is proposed to develop a continental strategy of harmonizing the 

training system in agricultural statistics. The preparation of such strategy can be given to the 

African Group on Statistical Training and Human Resources, which is an already existing 

continental body trying to improve statistical training on the continent.  

After the preparation of the strategy, it should be validated by various authoritative bodies in 

statistics for example the Statistical Commission for Africa and Committee of Directors General 

of National Statistical Offices which are technical bodies which members are the heads of 

national statistical offices. After the technical validation the project should be submitted to the 

African Conference of Ministers of Economy and Finance in order to obtain a first political 

validation. The project will then be submitted for approval to the summit of heads of states of 

the African Union. Validating the project at such level will guarantee the cooperation at all 

institutions involved in statistical training on the continent and will give the necessary authority 

to all bodies that will be created as part of implementation of the programme.   

The responsibility to conduct the whole process should be given to a continental organization 

with enough authority to be able to implement the desired changes and which has the resources 

and the competencies to lead the process in an efficient manner. This organization could be the 

Statistical Institute of the African Union which does not exist yet but is going to be created very 

soon. Once the overall strategy will have been agreed and the leading organization will have 

been chosen, the proposed steps to finalize the solution are the following: 

- Reinforce the capacity of agencies producing agriculture to plan strategically and conduct 

training needs analysis, then assist countries in conducting thorough training needs 

assessments in order to identify the gaps in skills and the inadequacies between the 

training given in statistical schools and skills needed on the ground. The analysis will be 

conducted on a regular basis so as to allow a better strategic planning of human resources 

for agencies in charge of producing agricultural statistics and a better functioning of the 

job market for statisticians who are specialists of agricultural statistics.  

- Define the harmonised curricula. This should be done after preceded by a continental level 

need assessment that will tell exactly the skills that are required for producing agricultural 

statistics, the trends in the demand, as well as its patterns if any. This continental level 

assessment will allow matching the training with the needs of the agencies producing 

agricultural statistics and should involve statistical schools, national statistical offices, 

agencies producing agricultural statistics, universities, research centres and international 

organization. 

- Identify the training centres that will become the centres of excellence and start adjusting 

their programs based on the harmonized set of skills and competencies defined in the 

previous steps. These centres will immediately develop short term programs based on the 

study of the curricula of the different statistical schools already existing on the continent, 

with the objective of giving those who have already earned degrees in these institutions the 

set of skills and competencies that they are missing in order to fulfil the criteria for obtaining 

the harmonized degree defined at continental level. This should result in the implementation 

of short trainings that will be given to holder of statistics degrees and will be followed by 

harmonized exams that, when passed successfully, will grant the candidate the delivery of 

the harmonized continental degree. Holder of the continental level harmonized degree will 

be recognized everywhere on the continent by recruiters. 

- Put in place the certification programs and the associated courses and testing methods. The 

areas in which certificates should be delivered and the levels of the certificates will be based 

on a study of the demand for agricultural statisticians which will identify which skills are 
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sought by recruiters and what are the differences in the preferences of various categories of 

employers. There should be for example certificates for sets of skills required for organising 

data collection through surveys, for using administrative data to complement survey data, 

for using specific software packages and for conducting specific kinds of analysis of 

agricultural data. Certificate will be also very useful for areas where specific data collection 

techniques are required, for example fishery surveys. 

The implementation of the different steps of the process should be made bearing in mind that, 

in order to have the buy-up of the actors that have the capacity to stop the process, the impact 

of the changes on power relations should be carefully considered. It is important to remember 

that power does not refer only to the authority that comes with position, but is a much wider 

concept that encompasses the prerogative of deciding on which program should be taught, who 

should teach them, who should go in training, who should get scholarship and even the prestige 

and the related authority coming from years of experience academic titles and other 

achievements. At each step of the implementation, it is recommended to repeat the cultural and 

the political analysis as in the soft systems methodology in order to identify power relations 

and cultural constraints which may cause failure if ignored.  This applies also to the choice of 

the authority that should implement the process and the centres that should become centres of 

excellence in agricultural statistics. 
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Annex 1: Rich picture of the problem situation 
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Annex 2: Models of purposeful activities 
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