THE PHILIPPINES:

Using citizen-generated data for
SDG review and follow-up
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With the country’s two VNR processes (2016 and 2019) and consultations on localising the SDG targets, the interaction between
the government and CSOs in the Philippines has intensified. In
response to interest expressed by both sides, a project launched
in 2019 assessed how citizen-generated data (CGD) might be used
for official reporting. Patricia Anne R. San Buenaventura, Chief
Statistical Specialist, explains the key steps, challenges and
results of the project by the Philippine Statistics Authority (PSA)
and the Partnership in Statistics for Development in the 21st
Century (PARIS21), and describes the PSA’s efforts to institutionalise the use of CGD in the Philippines.

A

data availability assessment
for the SDG indicators in the
Philippines revealed data gaps
in the official statistics on priority
sectors. To overcome these gaps, the
government and the PSA recognized
the need to look for alternative data
sources to obtain more frequent and
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more disaggregated data. This need
was met by expressions of interest
from CSOs to contribute data and
information to SDG monitoring. In
this context, PARIS21 approached
the PSA with an idea for a project
to assess the potential of CGD for
official reporting.

“CGD can provide very
helpful information for

The four-month project began in
July 2019. For initial orientation,
the PSA and PARIS21 assessed past
CSO involvement in official data
generation in the Philippines. The
resulting background document
identified a few pilot applications of
CGD, but no structured approach
or institutionalisation. However,
several frameworks were found
to support CGD use for SDG
monitoring: (i) a 2016 PSA Board

Resolution that mandates the PSA
to coordinate and mobilize support
from the international community,
the private sector and civil society to
generate and compile SDG-related
statistical information, and (ii) the
Inclusive Data Charter, which the
PSA signed in 2018, and which calls
on countries to improve data disaggregation to help ensure that no one
is left behind.

IDENTIFYING CSOS
The first main challenge for the project team was to determine who to
work with. This had both a conceptual and a very practical dimension.
A well-known definition by Civicus/
DataShift describes CGD as “data
produced by individuals or their
organisations (and actively given by
citizens) to directly monitor, demand
or drive change on issues that affect
them.” However, the PSA was faced
with the reality that CSOs in the
Philippines provide products and
services for a variety of organisations
(e.g., local government units, businesses) or conduct their own scientific research. This broadened the
range of potential partners, adding
complexity to the concept of CSOs
and CGD. For the project’s purposes, CGD were defined as “data
produced by CSOs, sourced from
citizens as respondents, primarily
for non-statistical purposes such as
monitoring, tracking interventions
and/or project monitoring.”
The practical challenge was in the
numbers: There are more than
20,000 CSOs, spread all over the
country. Having limited knowledge
about them and their activities, the
PSA decided to work through umbrella CSOs and networks that are
known to hold data. In the business
sector, the PSA approached foundations and centres such as Philippines

policy-makers.”
PATRICIA ANNE R. SAN BUENAVENTURA

Business for Social Progress, Philippine Business for the Environment
and the Grameen Foundation. They
also reached out to CSOs such as
the Forest Foundation Philippines,
the Jaime V. Ongpin Foundation,
the WWF and Save the Children.
Another partner was the South-East
Asia Secretariat of ICLEI – Local
Governments for Sustainability.
Nevertheless, creating and maintaining a comprehensive list of CSOs
with data was – and remains – one
of the main challenges for the PSA
in its work on CGD.

THE QUESTIONNAIRE
The next step was to develop a
questionnaire for data collection.
Various international NGOs and
selected national CSOs helped refine
the questions. The questionnaire was
introduced at the CGD launching
workshop in late July 2019, which
was attended by representatives of
14 CSOs and several government
agencies. The umbrella organisations
then helped distribute the questionnaire to further CSOs in the
country.
From July to September, the PSA
received 54 responses from the 80
CSOs that were identified using
snowballing technique due to time
constraints. Obtaining information
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CITIZEN-GENERATED DATA

GETTING STARTED

>>
One issue involved the questionnaire
itself. Although great effort had gone
into developing an easily understandable form, the replies revealed
some misunderstandings about the
statistical concepts used. This made
follow-up necessary to validate and
complement the information. The
other issue concerned the diversity
of methods and tools that CSOs
apply. Assessing each of the data
holdings showed that the organisations use a variety of approaches to
collect and process data. A special
task force was established to address
these issues.

AN INNOVATIVE TASK FORCE TO
DEFINE THE QUALITY ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK
The mandate of the interagency Task
Force (TF) on CGD for Official
Reporting is to discuss and agree on
the CGD quality assurance framework and help institutionalise the
efforts and recommendations of
the PSA-PARIS21 project. The TF
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includes representatives from three
government agencies and the University of the Philippines. Unusually,
apart from these
four entities, the
majority of members are CSOs. As
San Buenaventura
explains, “This is a
landmark committee,
because it is the first
time that the Philippines has an interagency TF composed
mainly of CSOs.” The quality assurance framework was used to assess
CSO data holdings in terms of (a)
relevance of the data, (b) credibility
of the source, (c) timeliness and
punctuality of releases, (d) documentation of methods used and (e)
accessibility of aggregate data. Based
on this analysis, a score allocation
matrix was subsequently applied to
identify which CSO data holdings
have the potential to be used as
inputs for SDG monitoring.
© Pixabay

from such diverse organisations
was a new experience. In the past,
the PSA had worked mainly with
government and selected business
data. Now the boundaries of the
new data ecosystem were extended
to explore data from all kinds of
sources – and quality became a concern that required special attention.
For instance, most of the CGD were
found to be generated only once as
part of project outputs of the CSOs.
In order for these CGD to be useful
for SDG monitoring and to perhaps
complement data generated from official statistics, however, CGD must
be released on a periodic basis (e.g.
annually or biennially) and should
provide data on specific sectoral
groups or at sub-national level.

FINALISING THE PROJECT AND
MOVING INTO THE FUTURE
In October 2019, the PSA organized
the national CGD Dissemination
Forum and several local forums to
share the preliminary assessment
with all CSOs that had returned the
questionnaire. This gave them the
opportunity to understand which
quality dimensions of the delivered
data require improvement. At the
same time, the organisations were
able to comment on and help refine
the quality assurance framework.
“The dissemination forum was also a
way to recognise the CSOs for their inputs,” says San Buenaventura. “Their
active participation was essential for

us to complete this project.” The final
project report will be released in the
first half of 2020.
Looking to the future, all eyes are
now on ensuring sustainability. After
obtaining a commitment from the
National Statistician (the head of the
PSA) to continue, a roadmap was
agreed to institutionalise CGD use
in the Philippines. Some elements of
this roadmap are:
• Simplifying the questionnaire to
make it easier for CSOs to understand the questions and provide
reliable information.
• Building on the existing inventory
of CGD and evaluating further
high-potential data holdings
through technical reviews and
dialogue with CSOs and related
government agencies.
• Capacity building of CSOs, with
customised information on statistical concepts and procedures. In the
course of the project, many CSOs
expressed interest in learning how
the PSA carries out surveys, uses
estimation techniques, etc. to enable them to implement best practices in their own organisations.

RECOMMENDATIONS

In operational terms, she recommends starting to involve umbrella
organisations and networks at an
early stage so that they can canvass support from their members.

Moreover, it is key to involve government agencies early on to build
trust and help create a cooperative
spirit between the agencies and the
CSOs. The technical assistance from
PARIS21 provided the opportunity
for the PSA to reach out to a large
number of CSOs working on SDGs.
San Buenaventura’s third recommendation is for expert statisticians to be
realistic in their expectations. CGD
can complement official statistics,
and the PSA has invested a great
deal of effort in quality assurance.
However, in most cases, CGD will
not meet the formal standards of a
statistics authority. It is a matter of
finding the right balance between
statistical standards and the possibilities of CSOs – a balance from which
everyone can benefit.
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CGD in the Philippines cannot
replace official statistics yet as these
CGD only cover the priority project

areas of CSOs and information
relies on informant and beneficiary
reports, which may be limited in
scope. However, according to San
Buenaventura, using CGD is a
recommendation in and of itself.
“This information about specific areas
and groups was not available to us
before,” she remarks. The project was
the first time that the Philippines’
statistical system had looked into
CSO data holdings in the context
of the SDGs since the PSA was
established in 2013, and it revealed
great potential for non-government
data: “Frequent, disaggregated and
readily available CGD can help our
policy-makers act in a timely manner
on priority issues.”

CITIZEN-GENERATED DATA

• Encouraging funding support for
CSO efforts on CGD to address
concerns regarding sustainability of CSO activities aimed at
generating CGD for SDG official
reporting.
• Exploring the potential of local-level CGD to support monitoring of the Philippines’ regional
and local SDG indicators, e.g. by
pilot activities in a specific area or
province where a lot of CSO data
are being produced. These efforts
may be combined with the PSA’s
new responsibility to support an
existing community-based monitoring system. The two initiatives
are complementary, so staff and
resources might be pooled.
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