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Preface 
It is my great honor and privilege to submit this web-book from the Spring 2012 

Graduate Survey Management Class at the George Washington University (GWU). 

The course was led by Ali Mushtaq and I and was, as in past GWU classes in this series, 

a place to share and deepen existing leadership and managership insights in a survey-

going setting. 

  

As an experiment, this year the GWU students in teams of two, conducted interviews 

with distinguished members in the survey field: Ivan Fellegi (Canada), David Hemson 

(South Africa), Arthur Kennickell (United States), and Lars Lyberg (Sweden). 

  

The leaders chosen by the students, were, coincidentally, all male (even though three of 

the eight students in the class were women). Maybe, in a subsequent class (if we do this 

again) all the leaders chosen may be women. 

  

Credit for the work goes first, obviously to the Interviewees and interviewers but also to 

Dr. Mary Batcher who was interviewed by the whole class in a pilot effort, so the 

approach could be tested and refined.  

  

The 1956 book each student got as a guide/template was by John Fitzgerald Kennedy, 

entitled Profiles in Courage. To echo that choice we are using as the working title here. 

Profiles in Statistical Courage.   

  

For those of you reading a paper copy of this "book," the URL of the online edition is: 

www.StatisticalCourage.info.  

  

http://www.statisticalcourage.info/


Dr. Ivan Fellegi  
Chief Statistician Emeritus Statistics Canada 

 

In April 2012, Dr. Ivan Fellegi, the Chief Statistician Emeritus of Statistics Canada, 

spoke with us, Lia Katz and Brent Willig, as part of a series on courageous moments in the 

lives of prominent statisticians
1
. The interview was conducted as part of a series, for a course 

in survey management (course 6238). The intent of these interviews is to hone in on 

leadership examples in statistical fields and draw on these experiences to better understand 

the needs and opportunities in the field. In similar spirit to Profiles in Courage, this series 

illuminates an inflection point in each of the careers of statistical leaders. Dr. Fellegi, a 

renowned leader in the field, was kind enough to discuss his experiences leading Stats 

Canada and transforming the agency into ñthe best statistical agency in the world.ò 

The introduction below details the background to the challenges that Dr. Fellegi 

faced in his early days leading Statistics Canada. Following the introduction, Dr. Fellegi 

discusses his perspective on the techniques he used to reform and reinvent Statistics Canada.  

 

Born in Hungary, Dr. Fellegi showed promise as a poet in his early years. In order 

to secure a place in university, however, he decided to compete for entry in a more 

scientific field, mathematics. His family was considered bourgeois by the Soviets and he 

wanted to ensure that there was no dispute about his qualifications for entry, ñMy 

                                                           
1
 Interview conducted on April 3, 2012 via phone from Washington, DC to Ottawa, Canada. Unless stated 

otherwise, all quotes from Dr. Fellegi are from that interview.  



teachers wanted me to enter the literature category, but I entered in the one subject the 

judges couldn't dispute, mathematics.
2
ò  

 

After the Soviets crushed the Hungarian revolution in 1956, he fled, arriving in 

Canada in 1957
3
. He enrolled in Carleton University, and was awarded the schoolôs first 

PhD in 1961. At the same time, he started work at Statistics Canada, (then the Dominion 

Bureau of Statistics) as a technical clerk. His responsibilities at the agency grew, until, on 

September 1, 1985, he was named the Chief Statistician of Canada. He served as Chief 

Statistician for 23 years, until his retirement in 2008. 

 

Statistics Canada is the central statistical office of Canada. While the biggest 

project it undertakes is the national census, which is executed every five years, the 

agency has 350 active surveys
4
 to help the government, academics, business, and the 

media better understand the implications of political, economic and social trends
5
. The 

agency has a long tradition of political neutrality and has the challenging task of 

                                                           
2
 ñA few less surveys, a few more poemsò The Ottawa Citizen, 16 February, 2008. Web. 

http://www.canada.com/ottawacitizen/news/story.html?id=210f44d8-7cf2-48c2-941c-7bc9a738df99 
3
 ñA few less surveys, a few more poems,ò ibid  

4
 ñAbout Usò Statistics Canada, 4 May 2011. http://www.statcan.gc.ca/about-apercu/about-apropos-eng.htm 

5
 Some examples of Stats Canadaôs work include: a comparative study on the impact of the income of fathers on the 

income of their sons 25 years later. Finding very little correlation, the study, proved that Canada was among the 

most open societies in the world. Another study, compared the impact of single parent families on children, 

discovered that ñwhile more than 80 per cent of Canadian children are doing well, a disproportionate number of low 

income and single-parent children have problems, as measured by short attention span, behavioural problems, low 

grades, early smoking, etc.ò (ñWestern helping numbers add up.ò Western News. 5 January 2012. Web. 

http://communications.uwo.ca/western_news/stories/2012/January/western_helping_numbers_add_up-lite.html)  

http://www.canada.com/ottawacitizen/news/story.html?id=210f44d8-7cf2-48c2-941c-7bc9a738df99


collecting and analyzing data on almost every aspect of the Canadian society and 

economy.  

 

Dr. Fellegi recalls the years prior to his leadership at the agency as difficult ones: 

The bureau was really in a very bad way: there was internal warfare.  In fact we were in the 

media daily, in a negative cast; not for our statistics é but for óscandals.ô There were people 

leaking gossip or presumed information about other people, which the media picked up and 

spun. The bureau came very close to being basically split up by the Canadian government as an 

organization that simply cannot be maintained as a single unit, a single entity. 

 

In an incident highly dramatized by the press, an executive who had been with the 

agency for 27 years resigned with a parting memo, excoriating the agency for being a 

corporate mess with a frustrated staff and for having lost their international prestige
6
. 

Other such incidents criticized the agency for using selective statistics to mislead 

Canadians about petroleum issues
7
 and for losing data that had been entrusted to the 

agency by the British Columbia court system
8
.   

 

                                                           
6
 ñStatistics Canada attacked in memo.ò Montreal Gazette. 20 August 1975. Web.  

http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=3pcuAAAAIBAJ&sjid=s6EFAAAAIBAJ&pg=3585,1170699&dq=statistics

-canada&hl=en 
7
 A former executive at the Bank of Canada criticized the agency publicly for using selective statistics to support the 

governmentôs program of Canadianization of the petroleum resources in Canada. ñThe figures yielded by the 

Statistics Canada survey show that only about forty percent of the industry is in fact controlled in the United States, 

and not 70 or 80 percent as is implied by other figures selectively used by the authors of various government energy 

documents.ò (Ottawaôs Statistics Misleading.ò Edmonton Journal. 4 February 1981. Web. 

http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=aP9kAAAAIBAJ&sjid=g4MNAAAAIBAJ&pg=1126,1711372&dq=statisti

cs-canada&hl=en) 
8
 ñStatistics Canada canôt find records on criminal cases.ò Montreal Gazette. October 3, 1979. Web. 

http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=vhQyAAAAIBAJ&sjid=e6QFAAAAIBAJ&pg=1267,777150&dq=statistics

-canada&hl=en  



While a healthy democracy benefits greatly from a politically neutral and unbiased 

central source of data, Statistics Canada, at the time, was suffering from a serious lack of 

confidence, both internally and externally. The agency began its transformation towards 

its current reputation under Dr. Martin Wilk, Dr. Fellegiôs predecessor, but it was under 

Dr. Fellegiôs leadership, first as Deputy Chief Statistician, and shortly after as the Chief 

Statistician, that the fundamental transformation took place.  

 

The interview below describes, in Dr. Fellegiôs own words, some of his techniques 

and strategies to transform the agency into the top statistical agency in the world. This 

transformation required creating a structure wherein the research and data analysis could 

be completed in a politically neutral and free from bias environment, even while relying 

on the federal government to fund the bureau. Additionally, Dr. Fellegi instituted 

different means of communicating with staff, both to ensure a steady means of two-way 

communications, up and down the bureauôs organizational hierarchy. Finally, Dr. Fellegi 

focused on developing staff in the agency, both to increase loyalty and to decrease the 

infighting that had characterized the bureau for much of the 70s and early 80s.  

 

Most importantly, Dr. Fellegi told us that ideas and ideals had to be actionable. 

Without direct action to ensure that people modified their behaviors, change could not be 

pursued consistently: 



Whenever I said that we need to do something, I never preached about it because that is useless.  

Exhortation doesnôt get you anywhere é one has to dream up techniques or tools or prods that 

make people behave the way you hope they would behave. 

 

His years of leadership, strategies, and techniques, paid off; during his tenure the 

agency became a trusted source for data and statistics on Canadians and it was named the 

top statistical agency in the world by the Economist magazine twice. Reflecting on the 

changes in the agency, Dr. Fellegi has said:  

 

In the 1960s, the Opposition would use one set of numbers to debate something like 

unemployment in Parliament and the government would use another set. We've reached the 

point now where we are viewed as trusted brokers and our numbers are accepted by all 

politicians.
9
 

 

Since his retirement, Dr. Fellegi serves as an advisor to the bureau, maintaining an 

office and working there twice a week. He has remained a vocal force in Canadian 

statistics, advocating loudly against ending the mandatory long form census and the 

recent budget cuts that threaten to paralyze the agency.  

 

The interview below tells the story of how Dr. Fellegi transformed the agency, the 

intentions behind each of his policy decisions and changes, and his concern for the 

agencyôs future. 

                                                           
9
 McMurdy, Deidre. ñAspiring poet turned statistician counts on reason over rhymeò The Hungarian Presence in 

Canada. Web. http://www.hungarianpresence.ca/scitech/fellegi.cfm 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Student(s): How did you take Stats Canada from being a good organization to being a world 

leader in statistical research? 

 

That question is simple to ask, but there is no simple answer to it.  It is really 

striving to improve on things that you think are capable of being improved or what 

should be improved, and paying attention to the fundamentals, which, in the case of 

statistical offices,  are good methodology, confidentiality protection, keeping in touch 

with various clients [statistical offices have different client groups], creating a capacity to 

put in place new products as needed - which is easier said than done - and creating an 

internal morale where people strive and are given the opportunity to reach their personal 

limits
10

. 

 

Student(s): Can you tell us a little bit more about that specifically and how in your role as 

the chief statistician you helped foster that environment? 

 

                                                           
10
As stated in Dr. Fellegiôs analysis, these criteria are fundamental to sound statistics and analyses, regardless of 

nationality. Fellegi, I.P. & Ryten, Jacob, "The Effectiveness of a Supranational Statistical Office: Pluses, Minuses, 

and Challenges Viewed from the Outside," Journal of Official Statistics, Vol 21, No 2, 2005 



Yes, really starting, in a sense, from a negative - although I might have gotten 

there anyway - but it started from a negative.  It was in ô79.  I was in Washington for a 

year.  President Carter put together a task force to make recommendations to reorganize 

the U.S. statistical system and I was the staff director or something like that of that task 

force. When I came back to Ottawa in ô79, it was just a few months after a major budget 

cut was imposed by the government of the day, which the management - in my absence 

and I wasnôt Chief Statistician at any rate - met largely by basically laying off staff. Of 

course products were also discontinued, which resulted in laying off the staff who were 

associated with those particular productsé  I came back at the tail end of that process 

where most of the staff who were to get pink slips already got them.  There were a few 

whom I had to notify.  That was a searing experienceé  I, more or less, made a vow that 

I would do my damndest to avoid having to do it in the future
11

.   

 

Now as it happens when I was appointed in ó85 to be Chief Statistician, that was 

right on the heels of another big budget cut, a very big budget cut.  And I was, sort of, 

bound and determined to avoid layoffs.  The very first memo that I sent to staff as Chief 

Statistician basically proposed a social contract.  The fundamental aspect of the 

ñcontractò (obviously not legally enforceable) was that if you are willing to be 

redeployed wherever we needed you, then we would undertake to give you the training 
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 Trust and two way communication are key to facilitating a loyal and productive employee base. Fellegi, I.P., 

ñCharacteristics of an Effective Statistical System.ò  Morris Hansen Lecture, Washington Statistical Society, 

October 25, 1995 



that might enable you to do the job, even if you might not have been the ideal candidate 

for it. In other words, we will tie ourselves into knots and if arithmetically possible to 

avoid layoffs, then we will give the opportunity to all affected staff to be redeployed into 

a position that might have become vacant through attrition.   

 

In other words we will deploy everybody into a job, whether they are the ideal 

candidates, and we will provide the needed training and mentoring and general support.  

That was the beginning of making the bureau adaptable. Prior to this period people joined 

the organization and then they retired 35 years later from the same general area of the 

bureau, not learning essentially new skills, and certainly not becoming re-deployable 

easily.  That created a huge amount of rigidity in the organization.  It also created all sorts 

of other problems
12

.   

 

[This rigidity] created factionalism, internal warfare, and certain groups being 

against other groups, causing very bad morale, particularly in the late 70ôs. I set out to 

overcome this and make the bureau into a much more flexible organization, which meant 

multi-skilling most of the staff. That is the only way one can really put people to use 

wherever we need them as our product lines evolve. 
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 This was a functional problem within the organization that had been institutionalized for years. After breaking this 

rigidity, Statistics Canada now has taken measures to ensure the flexibility and versatility of its employee base. 

Statistics Canada, "Training and Development at Statistics Canada," Statistics Canada Training Institute, March 

1995. 



 

And there were many particular techniques that we employed.  We created an 

assignment problem whereby anybody who was willing to try something new could put 

up his or her hand. The same applied to managers who needed some temporary staff, not 

temporary for a few weeks, but temporary for six months to a year or a year and a half. 

And we just put in place a small staff acting as brokering agents who brought the two 

together.   

 

It was all voluntary. The employee obviously had to volunteer. His or her manager 

had to agree, as well as the receiving manager.  One of the conditions designed to entice 

people to move around a little in this manner, was that at any time, if they disliked the 

new place, they could reclaim their home position.  That of course meant the home 

manager couldnôt employ anybody permanently in that position, so what did the home 

manager do? He or she got someone else on assignment! 

 

This kind of spawned an environment in which people moved around. After a year 

or a year and a half and then throughout my tenure, at any point in time, 10% to 12% of 

the staff were on assignment, mostly within Stats Canada, but a few outside [the 

organization].  That was the start of creating an organization that was more 

entrepreneurial and adaptive. We gradually moved the bar up and made it a condition of 



employment beyond a certain level in the organization that one was appointed to the 

given level or rank, but not to a fixed position.  In other words [employees were not 

elevated to] a particular position, but to that level so we could [continue to] make them 

move around. And we did.  Not arbitrarily, [we were] trying to accommodate peopleôs 

developmental needs. Every year, the top four levels of the organization would be 

assessed from the point of view of their career needs and opportunities and they might 

have been rotated to new positions accordingly.
13

.   

 

When I say the top four levels were moved around, I mean it literally: they had 

already agreed to being appointed to a level and not a position.  Below the top four levels 

people moved around, but only voluntarily, and with some guidance.  We brought in a 

system whereby everybody had a mentor: the supervisor of his or her supervisor. Every 

single employee was, at least, entitled to have a mentor.  If they didnôt want to have one, 

they didnôt have one, but they were entitled. It was not their [direct] supervisor, because 

supervisors might have a conflict of interest: they would not want to lose the best people, 

even for training, let alone to go to another place for development.  So we appointed the 
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 Dr. Fellegi instituted a comprehensive plan to expand the skill sets of employees  by encouraging them to move 

around the organization. Fellegi, I.P., ñOn Career Development at Statistics Canada,ò Optimum, The Journal of 

Public Sector Management, Vol. 29, No. 4 (31-37) 



supervisorôs supervisor, the second level supervisor, to be the mentor of any employee 

who wanted a mentor.
14

   

 

We also established a training institute.  There was no training in Statistics Canada 

to speak of before this time.  The institute is still in place and it has literally dozens of 

courses to offer from methodology, to economics, to sociology, to demography, to 

techniques of analysis, to communication, management techniques, and so on
15

.   

 

Another plank was improving internal communicationsé you would think human 

beings are naturally communicative -- and that is true in terms of gossip -- but it is not 

true in terms of useful communication from the perspective of an organization; it just 

doesnôt happen by itself.  So, I put in place a whole series of actual mechanisms that 

triggered communication.  Starting from the top, once a year I committed to have a - 

jokingly called ï ñstate of the unionò of Statistics Canada. [During the speech I] reviewed 

the major accomplishments of the past year, why they were important, what I saw as the 
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 Investment in employeesô development was seen as essential for Statistics Canadaôs success; the more senior 

echelons of the organization were expected to lead by example. Fellegi, I.P., ñOn Career Development at Statistics 

Canada,ò Optimum, The Journal of Public Sector Management, Vol. 29, No. 4 (31-37) 

15
 Continuing the theme of increasing the skill set and value of its employees, Statistics Canada established this 

institute to round out employeesô abilities. Statistics Canada, "Training and Development at Statistics Canada," 

Statistics Canada Training Institute, March 1995. 



challenges for the next year, and how we planned to meet them
16

.  This was a goldmine 

of opportunities to pass messages to employees.  

 

The State of the Union was a major discourse that usually lasted two and a half 

hours and everybody was invited to attend or listen. Only maybe 500 could get into a 

room that we had available, but the remaining employees could listen online. And that 

was just one particular technique. Another very important technique, of communication, 

was that every week we had a policy committee meeting.  That was the executive 

committee, whatever you want to call it, we called it the policy committee meeting. No 

issue was finalized between me and my immediate deputies, one on one, ever.  We 

always discussed them in the presence of all my deputies.  That occurred once a week.  

The next day, after that meeting, every one of my deputies (I had about seven), was 

required to debrief himself or herself to the next two levels of his or her employees.
17

   

 

If something was decided that one of the people at that level or those levels felt 

was wrong or could have been done differently or better, the next week we could still re-

discuss it and change our approach.  That happened, sometimes, not very often.  Mostly it 
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 The State of the Union Speech was used to facilitate communication and update the employee base on the goals 

for the upcoming year and the status of past achievements and benchmarks. Fellegi, I.P., ñCharacteristics of an 

Effective Statistical System.ò  Morris Hansen Lecture, Washington Statistical Society, October 25, 1995 
17
The follow up to the ñState of the Unionò was arguably just as important as the speech itself; this allowed for 

employees to communicate up the hierarchy and provide crucial feedback.  Fellegi, I.P., ñCharacteristics of an 

Effective Statistical System.ò  Morris Hansen Lecture, Washington Statistical Society, October 25, 1995 

 



had a communication goal [of opening the channels of information through the 

hierarchy]. The top four levels by that time of the organization were informed of the same 

facts -- not only what we decided to do, but why we decided to do it
18

.   

 

Student(s): Do you have an example of a decision that was made during one of those 

meetings? 

Yes, I mean, how do we meet a certain sudden budget crisis.  Typically that only 

occurred once a year.  We tried to do it once a year in a major planning session but 

sometimes there were unforeseen emergencies and we had to revisit the issue.  

 

Another innovation, but more in the personnel development [side]é  We regularly 

held promotional competitions and we also regularly tried to find out whether the staff 

considered those competitions fair.  To our shock and horror, it turned out that the staff 

found them very unfair.  So then we decided we needed to do something about it.  We put 

in place certain measures to address that issue.  That was discussed in this policy 

committee with an opportunity for feedback from the lower levels that was discussed the 

following week. Thatôs just one example where there was actually feedback and we did 

change our approach. 
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 By establishing rule by committee, Dr. Fellegi was able to delegate to his deputies and empower them, setting 

them up for greater responsibility in the future. Fellegi, I.P., ñCharacteristics of an Effective Statistical System.ò  

Morris Hansen Lecture, Washington Statistical Society, October 25, 1995 



Student(s): Did staff feel they were being evaluated by different standards? 

 

Well, no, everybody got evaluated once a year, period. But in the public service, 

generally, when there is a vacancy at a particular level, it isnôt just filled by the decision 

of the manager.  It is usually put out pretty well for competition.  Then there is a board 

put together, consisting of four or five people, and they assess the employees who apply 

for those jobs and give the job to the best candidate(s). This was [the measure we took] to 

avoid personal favoritism.  Thatôs standard in the public service and wasnôt special to 

Statistics Canada.   

 

However, what we found in Statistics Canada, is that the manager of the vacant 

position, of course, was always a member of the board. And the other board members 

generally just complied with his or her wishes. So, in effect, the board was a charade.  

The manager ultimately appointed whomever he or she wanted.  While that was probably 

not unique to Statistics Canada, unlike most other departments we decided to deal with 

the issue.   

 

We introduced generic competitions, which meant that we didnôt put up a vacant 

job for competition whenever it became vacant.  We waited for four, five, or six ñsimilarò 

positions to become available for competition.  Similar is in quotation marks because no 



two jobs are exactly similar, but we made them similar enough that we said we will put 

up a competition for these four or five positions.  They were at the same level and they 

had a significant number of functions in common; we put together a board which did not 

typically consist of the local managers, and at any rate the board members had an 

authority to qualify the best candidates, but not to decide which successful candidate 

goes to which vacant job. And so, presumably there was no opportunity to qualify the 

fair-haired boys or girls unfairly. We tried to make the boards fairer to get the best people 

to apply and not just the local people. That was another technique not only to be fairer in 

promotions, but also to promote more diversity and move people around.   

 

The moving around wasnôt just an answer for its own sake.  It resulted in really an 

organization that became very coherent: since people moved around (or knew they could 

do so), they developed a primary loyalty to Statistics Canada, not their local unit. When 

visitors came to Statistics Canada from abroad - and I always met with them afterward 

and asked them what they found, what did they like, and what did they dislike - almost 

the common theme of all of them was that they were amazed by the extent that people 

had similar understandings of issues. .  It wasnôt indoctrination, but it was the sharing of 

thoughts and arriving at conclusions really through consultation and through 

communication
19

.   
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 Organizational coherence is absolutely necessary to a successful statistics organization. Through communication 

and employee engagement techniques, Dr. Fellegi was able to establish a culture of responsibility and credibility. 



 

Let me go back to [the theme of] communication because there were other 

techniques.  One of the most important techniques of internal communication was that 

every two or three years we conducted an employee opinion survey.  Responses were 

anonymous, so one could voice oneôs opinion.  The only identifications were your home 

division, your general level in the organization, and basic demographics. We wanted to 

make sure that anonymity wasnôt compromised, so we couldnôt go into too much detail.  

 

The one rule that we had about those employee opinion surveys was that the 

results were tabulated by local division; and systematically compared to the bureau 

average.  Every manager had to stand up in front of his or her employees to discuss the 

results for that division: in what areas did the divisions seem to do better than the bureau 

on the whole, in what areas did it seem to do worse, and what concrete steps could be 

taken to improve the results for the next round of employee opinion survey.  The manager 

had to discuss those things and then set up a follow up a very concrete follow-up process. 

That resulted in hugely useful communication because it was done with sufficient 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Fellegi, I.P., ñCharacteristics of an Effective Statistical System.ò  Morris Hansen Lecture, Washington Statistical 

Society, October 25, 1995 



sensitivity to anonymity, yet in the concrete context of what mattered to the employees of 

each division.
20

   

 

The local manager didnôt actually sit on any of these follow up task forces in his or 

her division, but we established a group of people who did the follow up, interviewed the 

employees, and asked the hard questions. We asked things [like], we seem to be doing so 

much worse on what employees think about our training programs or the opportunity to 

be trained.  How come, what is wrong here, what do you think is happening elsewhere in 

the bureau so that their results seem to be better than ours?   

 

[This process] led to enormously important transformations locally, but also the 

overall results led to transformations bureau wide. For example, thatôs how we found out 

that the employees didnôt think our promotion system was fair.  I could go on, but this is 

just a taste. 

 

Student(s): Was there another system of feedback for employees in the lower rungs to 

communicate up besides of the employee opinion survey? 
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 This employee survey and the resulting feedback sessions are critical for two-way communication between the top 

and bottom echelons of the organization. Fellegi, I.P., ñCharacteristics of an Effective Statistical System.ò  Morris 

Hansen Lecture, Washington Statistical Society, October 25, 1995 



The employee survey by itself wasnôt the only means of communicating upwards.  

It is the follow up to the employee opinion survey that was the most important 

communication. 

 

Student(s): So those committee meetings were where things really changed, or where things 

started to change? 

 

Yes, and that reminds me of another communication tool we created.  And that 

was for all significant internal matters, we created, a kind of, oversight committee.  To 

give you examples, training, we set up this training institute.  Somebody, of course, had 

to come up with the training program, not the detailed curriculum, but what are the major 

areas in which we need training most urgently, what is the greatest priority for a training 

program.  The program was established through a committee of my third and fourth level 

managers. 

 

Hiring was one of the ways we created a first class organization; we went out and 

hired the best and the brightest.  That was done by a committee of my fourth level 

managers, some third level managers, but mostly fourth level managers.  It was done at 

the time when students were most likely to be available and they hadnôt yet made up their 

mind where they were going to work.  So we went out around December or January 

every year to universities with our recruitment campaign and we put out a lot of 



information about Statistics Canada.  We had some seminars and invited people to come 

and listen to our spiel.  Basically this left students with the message that this is an 

organization that is looking for the best and the brightest
21

.   

 

Then we put a number of traveling committees together to visit the universities 

and do the hiring itself.  We had a planning program, we could estimate how many new 

people we needed and could afford to hire for the next year. In other words, we had a 

planning system, which basically forecast our vacancies for the coming year.  This 

enabled us to do our hiring at the time when we could most readily acquire the best and 

brightest, rather than the ones left over..   

 

Student(s): You talked a lot about having a staff that was coherent where everyone was on 

the same page.  Was there a specific incident or something that you can point to that made 

you realize the importance of that? 

 

I mentioned that back in the late 70ôs the bureau was really in a very bad way and 

that there was internal warfare
22

.  In fact, we were in the media daily, in a negative cast, 

not for our statistics, (although there were sometimes things wrong with them), but for 

ñscandalsò.  The bureau came very close to being basically split up by the Canadian 
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government as an organization that simply could not be maintained as a single unit or 

entity
23

.  

 

 It was my predecessor who started the process of creating this coherence, this 

fusion, sort of melding the organization to be one coherent corporate entity.  But he 

wasnôt there for very long, so I picked it up where he left off.  That was a major 

motivator for creating an entity that thought as a corporation rather than as little 

princedoms at war with each other.  But the tools used to achieve coherence were equally 

useful to make the organization adaptable, agile, innovative, and client oriented. 

 

Student(s): How did you fill that role as the chief statistician?  What did you do to drive the 

vision of where you wanted to lead the organization? 

 

Two answers to that.  One is of course, that a statistical agency isnôt producing 

information for itself.  It is producing information for others.  So one of the critical roles 

of the head of an official statistical office is, of course, to make sure that client needs are 

met as much as possible.  That requires a lot of effort to know just what are those client 

needs, and how do you become aware of them, and what do you need to do internally to 
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be able to satisfy them.  We established a whole variety of mechanisms to become aware 

of client needs of different client groups.
24

   

 

Let me start with the federal government which, of course, is in many ways the 

most important client -- not only because we are funded by the federal government, not 

even primarily because of that, but because the federal governmentôs policies and 

programs affect most of the population. If policies and programs can be done on the basis 

of better information then we are serving the public good.  Furthermore, since any 

information we give to federal politicians or federal bureaucrats is made available, at the 

same time, to everyone else, we arenôt just serving the government of the day, but also of 

the opposition, interest groups, and lobby groups: everybody can argue on the basis of the 

same facts. Of course, they can superimpose their ideology as far as the interpretation of 

the facts are concerned.  So the federal government was obviously a very important 

focus.
25

   

 

I became very much convinced of the fact that multilateral consultations with 

federal clients are ñmugôs gameò because any department can very eloquently set forth its 
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own interests and needs and desires, while everybody else is falling asleep when they are 

doing so because information needs tend to be specific. I became convinced that what we 

needed to do was set up bilateral communications with each of the major federal potential 

client departments.  And we did that.  I met with each interested deputy minister (in 

Canada they are the top departmental officials) and we established bilateral mechanisms 

with each department, whereby senior people from Statistics Canada and the department 

concerned would meet regularly.  Regularly is the key word because they met whether or 

not they thought there was something to discuss. And it always turned out there was 

something important to discuss.
26

   

 

The Statistics Canada employees involved went to these meetings making sure 

that all relevant matters in Statistics Canada (program changes, plans, and potential future 

developments) would be brought up. For its part, the particular department would bring 

up any improvements or changes or new products that they thought they would need. 

And then of course it became a question of how such desirable changes could be funded.  

That is another story actually.   
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We established a very significant capacity to do cost recovered surveys. We 

created two divisions, one for cost recovered social surveys and one for business surveys. 

They were headed and staffed by entrepreneurial people who not only responded to 

client-funded surveys, but actively marketed (among federal clients) potential new 

surveys of interest. Indeed, 20 per cent of our budget became funded in this manner. 

More importantly, a whole range of critically important information became available in 

this manner. Since client needs were always far greater than our ability to meet them 

from our own budget, this became a very important mechanism to meet client needs.   

 

We established different mechanisms to consult with our 10 provinces and three 

territories. The provinces and territories are very important in Canada since we have a 

fairly decentralized federal system.  In areas of major provincial jurisdiction we 

established a mechanism whereby I met with all the provincial deputy ministers 

responsible for a particular field. For example, justice statisticsé justice is a shared 

federal and provincial responsibility.  The provincial deputy ministers of justice meet 

typically twice a year with their federal counterparts to discuss shared issues.  At least 

once a year I became a member of their council for a couple of hours at a time when we 

would discuss matters related to justice statistics, what we hade available, what was 

needed, and how they can best be met.  Very often this involved the provinces actually 

providing us more data from their administrative systems, so we could satisfy their own 



needs, but typically it also involved changes to their systems needed to make the data 

from the different jurisdictions standardized and so comparable.  

 

A similar arrangement was made in the areas of health and education, which are 

essentially a provincial responsibility in Canada, i.e. not even shared with the federal 

government.   

 

With the business community we established a whole variety of mechanisms, 

typically involving a variety of umbrella organizations: small business organizations, 

chambers of commerce, major manufacture ring lobby groups, and so on. We looked for 

entities that could knowledgably interact with us as far as the different needs of the 

business community were concerned. 

 

  As far as the media was concerned, we thought effective contact with them was 

extremely important and we put tremendous emphasis on communications with them. We 

found that their primary need was that we should be available when they had questions.  I 

made an absolute iron rule that we never avoid a media interview request.  If somebody 

wanted an interview with one of our employees (including myself), that interview took 

place within 24 hours or at least their telephone call was returned within that time frame 

to establish when it could take place. 



The mediaôs need was accommodated not only by being more available, but by 

providing analytic information and not just tables.
27

  The tradition in the bureau was to 

provide just tables upon tables, initially on paper and later on the internet. I felt that it 

was essential for a statistical agency to have a strong and vibrant program to shed light on 

issues on the basis of objective statistical information.  Not take sides, but shed light. Our 

analytic program became a major tool of establishing links with the media who typically 

are not very good in making sense of statistical data, but are very good at picking up a 

good story.  So we tried to tell a story:  what do the data tell us?  Rather than this went up 

and that went down which we called ñelevator statisticsòé  

 

So our analytic capacity became a very important tool of communication with the 

media, but also in the academic community.  It took us many years and a lot of blood, 

sweat, and tears.  Communication with academics was one of the most difficult things to 

establish. People communicate with like-minded people.  Academics in sociology or 

economics or demography or whatever else can and do communicate with peers.  They 

donôt communicate with statisticians or they communicate what they think is 

communication. They say, ñwell, I need or I would really like to have the following 
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information.  That is not communication because we often would not have what they are 

asking, and then that is the end of the discussion.   

 

However, by developing our analytic capacity we, in effect, created peers for the 

relevant academics. And with them there was proper dialogue of what is the best way or 

what is the most approximate way of actually meeting analytic needs or doing some joint 

analytic work, which would get them the data that they needed.   

 

In summary, we used different communication techniques with different 

communities of clients. We also established in each of the major subject areas an 

advisory committee of top-notch people in the country who knew most about those 

fields.
28

  Members of such committees, in addition to their advice for us, also became 

very good spokesmen whenever there was a potential issue in the area or a new piece of 

information came out on which the media wanted comments. They were able to act as not 

just as internal spokespersons, but as external spokespersons.  They went to these 

advisory committee members because they became so knowledgeable about what we did.  

They became very positive, external spokespersons on behalf of Statistics Canada.   
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Student(s): Was that another strategy to try and rehabilitate the reputation of Stats Canada 

during the 70ôs? 

 

Absolutely and it worked.   

 

Student(s): As you start getting into things like the analytics and telling a story how do you 

ensure that you are maintaining that objective standpoint and really looking at the data and 

not using the data to drive an agenda? 

 

One of the common threads, in fact perhaps the common thread of what I said so 

far, is that whenever we needed to do something, I never preached about it because that is 

useless.  Exhortation doesnôt get you anywhere.  In effect, one has to dream up 

techniques, tools, or prods that make people behave the way you hope they would behave 

or they should behave.  I gave you several examples of tools used to foster 

communication, is understand client needs, meeting client needs (e.g. setting up the 

internal capacity for cost recovery work), and so on. The question always is: how do I 

make people behave differently?
29

.   
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Political neutrality and objectivity is of course very important and we needed tools 

to ensure it: how do you make sure you donôt cross the magic line in the sand between 

shedding light and advocating or appearing to oppose a particular policy or program?  

Essentially we decreed that any analytic article to be put out by Statistics Canada, 

whether published in an academic journal or just in our daily information bulletin, had to 

be subject to two kinds of review.  One was peer review to make sure the work was 

scientifically and analytically sound and valid.   

 

But the second review was an internal managerial review, which basically asked 

and answered the question: is this by any chance crossing the magic line into advocating 

or criticizing, instead of shedding light?  These managerial reviews were initially carried 

out at the highest level in the organization, until there were lots of precedents showing 

what we would or would not let go through. Later, as the volume of analytic work 

increased, we increased the number of reviewers from the small circle of my direct 

assistants to a somewhat broader group of senior managers.  We called the latter 

ñinstitutional reviewò as opposed to a traditional peer review. So the peer review was 

designed to ensure scientific validity, while the institutional review tried to ensure 

political neutrality.
30
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Initially some of my deputies were a little uncomfortable and they often came to 

ask me my opinion, but eventually most of them, and the relevant levels below them, 

developed the needed judgment. In all the years I was there as Chief Statistician we 

didnôt have a single case where we were accused of political impropriety or crossing that 

magic line.  I tried not to be too conservative.  Itôs easy to not to cross that magic line if 

you are super conservative, but then you are not really telling a story most of the time.  

Itôs really a judgment call.  But this cannot only be judgment of the authors, but an 

institutional process that is designed to accomplish this very specific objective.   

 

Student(s): Did you apply any other sort of techniques and a more general sense when 

dealing with the government? 

 

We used the usual techniques, simultaneous access to newly released data for 

everybody, except for a few very sensitive data that could move the markets. We gave a 

little bit of advance information (a few hours) to those who really needed it to manage 

possible market turbulence. But those are really the rare exceptions.   

 

Other than that, everybody had basically the same access to the same information 

at the same time.  It was generally known that I would not take any interference from the 

government -- and I didnôt.  The closest I ever came in my 23 years as chief statistician to 



have pressure put on me was in connection with a certain analytic article, and I just 

basically rejected it.   

 

So there is only one incident in 23 years that I can think of where an attempt was 

even made, but that is because it was widely known that I would resign if it came to that 

and that in fact I would resign ñnoisilyò.    

 

Student(s): Making sure everybody would know why you were resigning? 

Yes.  I didnôt have to threaten anybody but it was just by my demeanor and by 

virtue my career.  I was a career employee of Statistics Canada.  I grew up there so to 

speak.  I was there 51 years total.  (Of course, I started at age four!).   

 

Student(s): If you can say, what was the subject matter of the analytic article? 

 

Yes, it had to do with a new consumption tax that the government introduced. Of 

course, all of a sudden the price of everything went up.  The consumer price index 

jumped.  Everybody knew that was going to happen.  But the question was: did prices go 

up just in line with the new consumption tax, or more, or less ï and by how much more 

or how much less. What would the CPI been if there was no consumption tax? This 



question, however, cannot be answered rigorously because we do not know whether 

merchants just increase the price in line with the new tax, or they absorb some of the tax 

themselves, or indeed whether they use the opportunity to increase their profits.  

 

So thereôs all kinds of market reaction to this major price disturbance.  But, we 

tried to put together an analytic article as best as possible showing what would have 

happened if all merchants simply applied the new tax to whatever prices would have been 

otherwise. 

 

That was the article and it dealt with an issue that was extremely sensitive at the 

time. I donôt remember what conclusions we reached, but I do remember that they tried to 

make me put off the publication of that article.  I categorically refused to do so, and that 

was the end of the matter. It was an analytically very sound article and we didnôt attack 

anybody and we didnôt defend anybody.  We just did the best job of shedding light on 

what the inflation rate would have been that month had there not been this new 

consumption tax introduced.  

 

Student(s): We noticed you were quite outspoken about your views on the long form 

mandatory census and the governmentôs ending of thaté  How do you think that will impact 

the role of Stats Canada and Canadian understanding of the population in general moving 

forward? 

 



Well I donôt know.  The data hasnôt come out yet, but I am worried because the 

census is of course the most visible product of the organization.  Not the most frequent 

obviously, but when it occurs it is the most widely used single product and the trouble is 

that the data, at least some of it, is probably going to be seriously biased.  Unfortunately, 

it is in the nature of biases, that nobody will be able to actually know what data are good 

and what are biased. We know there is likely to be bias, but we donôt know how big or 

even whether it is positive or negative.  

 

What I am worried about is that some major anomalies will come to light. That 

can result in significant public loss of confidence in Statistics Canada, which would be a 

huge tragedy for the country.  I believe that statistics are important and I believe that 

confidence is fundamental to useful statistics because very few people can assess the 

quality of the information on their own.  Therefore they either trust the provider or the 

data are practically of no use. 

 

Student(s): That was probably why building up the reputation of Stats Canada back in the 

70ôs was so important? 

 

Absolutely.  The greatest thing that happened during my tenure was when The 

Economist magazine, on two consecutive occasions, came out and ranked Statistics 

Canada as the best in the world among official statistical agencies. 
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David Hemson 

 

The interview
31

 was conducted in a team room at NORC at the 

University of Chicago on April 3, 2012 at 11:18am. The interviewers 

are Basema Maki and Daniel Lee, students of the George 

Washington Universityôs Certificate program who were taking the 

survey management (course 6238). The format of this chapter is 

modeled from the book Profiles of Courage
32

, by John F. Kennedy. 

The purpose of this project is to find individuals that demonstrate 

leadership in their fields and specifically during a moment of ñcrisisò 

in their life.  

Dr. David Hemson grew up in a generation of change. Coincidentally, 

Dr. Hemson birthday is the same as another South African hero, 

Nelson Mandela. Growing up in privileged circumstances, he realized 

that others around him were not as lucky. He was determined to 

make a difference and bring equality into South Africa, so that his 

fellow man can experience the same rights as he has been fortunate to 

enjoy. Dr. Hemsonôs leadership was a catalyst to help South Africa 

bring apartheid to an end.  

 

 In South Africa, 1948, apartheid was the official legislation for racial segregation 

that lasted until 1994. Apartheid brought force removal
33

 and devastation to African 

families. Even before then, racial segregation was present since the colonial times. The 
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life of a non-white South African was oppressed. Similar to the civil right movement in 

the United States, there were leaders that fought for the rights of other. Dr. David 

Hemson is one of them.  

 

David Hemson, a white man was born on July 18, 1945; three years before 

apartheid was an official legislation. Born in his hometown of Durban, South Africa as a 

British
34

 and South African citizen, he quotes an ideal childhood. He was well off and 

had all the necessities, but still not able to buy a soda to his leisure. He was he was born 

into an upper-middle class family in the suburb. Rarely venturing to town, he was 

sheltered from the reality of what was really going on in his homeland. David grew up in 

a very strict Christian household. This brought great aid in shaping his morals and ideals.   

 

ñWhen I grew up, I was quite oblivious to what was happening 

out there. This was in the late 1940ôs and my main 

recollections were an ideal childhood growing up, far away 

suburbia and I didnôt go in to town very much. I was spending 

time with African children playing in pools and streams and 

having an (African) older man mentor me.ò 
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David fondly remembers the old African man that helped raised him. That man 

was a gentle and caring man that treated David as his own, teaching him to use a knife 

and climb trees. David vividly recalls his mother telling him,   

 

ñHe (African mentor) used to take the knife when I was playing 

(with the dangerous sharp knife), he would point to a bird 

flying to the trees and would gently remove the knife from my 

hand. I wouldnôt notice because I was looking at something 

else. He knew marvelously how to handle a child. I donôt 

remember that, but I remember how good he was.ò 

 

Although the blacks in South Africa were under oppression, white families trusted them 

as caretakers of their children.  The caretakers would raise the white children as their 

own, and never took any bitterness of the whites towards them.  

 

I ask David if his mentor helped shaped him into the man he is today and his 

response was ña lot coming it in it because he showed enormous respect for meò, and 

along with his strict Christian upbringing. Davidôs advice about life is that it is 

contradictory, more on that later. When asked whether he ever imagined himself to be in 

a leadership role, he gave a humble answer ñno, not at all. Then I found out the world 

was a nasty place, particularly for African people. Then I realized something had to be 



done about it.ò He wanted to grow up to be a printer of magazines like his neighbor. 

Good thing he did not or else this interview would never have taken place.  

  

One experience that was an eye opener for David was when he was drafted for 

training for the army. At that time, all young white males were required to register for the 

army, but he recalls being one of the few that was actually drafted in his school. Even 

though all the boys were treated ruthlessly, David pointed out that it toughen him up and 

taught him a lot. He took the bad and molded it into a learning experience. One night in 

the barracks there was a lot of commotion going on. All of these noise and lights, like 

thunder and lighting. All of the men were shouting ñWar! War!!ò That was when David 

realized that there was something going on in the country; it seems like the blacks were 

ready to wage war against the white power.  

 

After the army, David was given an opportunity to take part of a foreign exchange 

program in the United States, located in a small town of Minnesota. The program was 

successful in preparing students to become accustomed to the American Society. Shortly 

before his flight to the U.S., a man named Dennis Goldberg was expected to give an 

exposition on art. The day before his presentation, it was announced that he would not be 

making an appearance. David then discovered that Dennis Goldberg was arrested for high 

treason and conducting secret meetings with Nelson Mandela.  The night in heading to 

the airport to fly to America,  

 



ñéwe were stopped about three times. The torch shined right 

in our faces to see who we were. It was such a police state and 

we were just terrified. I thought there was going to be a 

revolution to take over. So that shook me up quite a bit, I 

wouldnôt say I was scared, it wasnôt that. You just realize that 

South Africa was gonna go through a big crisis.ò  

 

Deep down, David knew that there was something wrong in the world he was living in. 

This started as a young boy. He knew little about it but eventually started finding out 

more and more. He would talk to the African workers that worked for his father and 

found out they were being paid horrible wages. The experience of going to the United 

States in 1963-64 helped him realize that there was a big problem in South Africa.  

  

Going to a small town of in Minnesota really gave David a better sense of what 

was happening in his homeland. He was able to see the problem from a different 

perspective and spent a lot of time to reading up on the African National Congress 

(ANC). By the time he got back to South Africa, he had greater knowledge about 

everything that was going on. David told me he ñknew the way people were being treated 

was completely wrong, that will have to change. I was a happy boy, but I was part of a 

generation that was going to change everything. I have to do that.ò 

 



Davidôs activist career began as a student, mainly as an editor writing about 

apartheid and criticizing the government. Eventually he ended up with joining the 

National Student Association of South Africa, an anti-apartheid group. However that did 

not last long, because that group split and David joined other groups. During that time 

David finished his academic career and completed his honors. All of his actions failed to 

cause a revolution, because he was mainly focusing on the white student movement. 

David had another idea,  

 

ñI looked towards going back to what I learned as a boy, which 

was to go an approach ordinary black people. Instead of trying 

to mobilize whites, which were a privilege group. I tried to 

mobilize black people. I was influenced by black people coming 

to me and saying ñlook at my wagesò. This is terrible, so letôs 

do something about it.ò 

 

Going back to the University where he was a student, He was approached by many black 

workers about the minuscule wages they were earning. One incident was when a 

colleague
35

 of his approached him in need of another job. The pay he was receiving was 

not enough to survive off of. David kindly declined his request and said, ñletôs see how 

we can work together and fight to see how we can make it a better job.ò With that said, 

David then examined the wages and cost of living using social research and poverty 
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 David was also a substitute lecturer within the University.  



studies to determine fair wages for the people to live off of. In the end, the University 

gave out considerable wage increase to their black employees.  

 

When that succeeded, David was motivated and decided to take the movement off 

campus. Since black people held most of the shipping, transport, and manufacturing jobs 

in South Africa, David thought that if there were mass trade union strikes, apartheid will 

fall within a year or so. With that idea, David and others started organizing strikes for the 

union. Sure enough, within a year mass strikes were the effects.  Sadly, that did not end 

apartheid, but it became much more flexible, and blacks started getting more rights.  

 

Davidôs student activist career did not last long. After six months he received a 

banishing order or a ñprohibition orderò which is similar to house arrest. This order 

meant that he was not to write to or meet with more than one person at a time, and he 

must be home during certain times. All of this was taking a toll on his mother. Since she 

was a very conservative Christian, she was not particularly on his side. Eventually, David 

started meeting other people and was later on exiled from South Africa. Without letting 

the situation bring him down, he decided to make the best of his time away and began to 

focus back on his academic career. He went to Britain and received his doctorate in 

sociology at the University of Warwick.  

  

While in exile, it was a period of social activism in Davidôs life. Even in exile, 

David was still fighting for social improvements in South Africa. At that time in Britain 



there were companies that were invested in South Africa. You would assume that the 

workers would visit and see what was happening, but workers were not able to because 

they were boycotting. He argued,  

 

ñé you are boycotting the people not the regime and that 

caused a big crisis in the ANC. They made denounce that I was 

an upstart and young boy (I was 30 then) that didnôt know 

anything, or I was too young to understand. But I felt I was 

right. I was used to being a minority in South Africa, a white 

liberal radical, I was in exiled. I was part of the ANC but also 

not. They had some wrong ideas.ò   

 

Although the government of South Africa criticized Davidôs approach, saying he is 

young child who does not understand, there were also many people that agreed with him. 

I asked David since the civil rights movement in America was around the period of 

Davidôs activist career, whether he took any similar ideas or inspiration from that.  

 

ñYea. The embassy use to distribute a sort of vinyl of the ñI 

have a dreamò speech and I remember listening to that many 

times, and use get groups of people together and listen to 

thaté So people all knew it was a high benchmark.ò 

 



America was influential to the movement in South Africa, but at the same time they were 

moving ahead of South Africa because there were changes in civil rights in America. 

Another source of inspiration to the anti-apartheid movement was the labor movement in 

Britain. I asked him how that was influential. David explained that,  

 

ñéordinary people inside a big union would be taken care of. 

That was interesting and it was a new idea because it means 

you can have democratic forms of organizations that wouldnôt 

be bureaucratic. That was our dream to live up too, to have 

more decentralized democracy.ò 

 

The influence of the civil rights movement and the labor party helped David fight for a 

better South Africa.  

 

There were two ways of fighting apartheid in South Africa; one was internal 

resistance, which the ANC (African National Congress) did not see as a problem. The 

other was outright war, or mobilization or guerrilla warfare, to liberate the blacks. 

However, David did not see the latter option as appropriate. David saw the potential or 

internal resistance.  

 

ñWe looked toward mass mobilization from the unions and 

community mobilizations and it took place about 15 years after 



the idea. So it took place in 1986 is when it really took off. So 

when it took off in 1986 it was really only four years before 

apartheid really fell to its kneesé So it crumbled from within, 

which the original idea.ò  

 

Throughout South Africa, there were many popular uprising ñand internal resistance,ò but 

the government always shut it down and banned the anti-apartheid leaders. As more 

uprisings started, the government became more repressive and fought back with violence.  

 

The civil rights movement ended much earlier in the United States than apartheid 

did in South Africa. I asked David how he felt about this, whether he felt accomplished or 

that his actions directly affected it. He simply responded, ñSouth Africa? Yeah, feel we 

did.ò However that is far from the end of the story. 

 

David did not stay in Britain the entire time of his exile. He mentioned he briefly 

went to Tanzania to teach history, and then doing the same in Zimbabwe. But the 

decision of going to Zimbabwe was political so he can be could be in touch easier with 

South Africa, developing contacts and relations there.  

 

Going to Zimbabwe turned out to be very life changing for David. He was 

sentenced for three months to a maximum security prison for criticizing the president. 



There they threatened to send him back to South Africa, which he thought would be a 

great idea.  

 

ñI spent three months in maximum security. Which was quite a 

privilege because I met some really marvelous people there and 

I am very proud to say that the school I started there (I started 

in March 1985) is still functioning. It was the only school 

started in maximum security in Zimbabwe. I heard from people 

itôs still going and I canôt believe it. But it was terrible there 

because they didnôt even have education for people.ò 

 

Even though David was placed in a bad situation, he managed to see the light as the end 

of the tunnel. To him, helping his fellow man was important. Seeing how there was no 

education or anything for the inmates, starting a school that is still running today is a big 

accomplishment.  

 

While it was important fight for his beliefs and career is important, David gave us 

some advice,  

 

ñIt was difficult because in your career there is always a 

personal down and I didnôt understand because I was a rebel. 

That also puts an enormous strain on your family generally, 



like personal relations to the wife and so forth. To me that was 

quite normal but maybe it wasnôt seen like that once you have 

children. You have to think twice going in and out of prison.ò 

 

I would not say he sounded regretful of his decisions that landed him in jail, but now 

looking back on it he tells us that we should be a bit more considerate.  Taking risks is a 

characteristic of a leader, something that Basema asked him, and he replied, ñYes, an 

impulsive risk taker early on but a more careful risk taker now.ò  

 

But there are benefits of taking risk as David explains further,  

 

ñNone of us understand risk. Everyone told me and I wonôt go 

into who said what, but they said you are being stupid/crazy for 

writing that critical article because youôre never gonna to have 

a future, youôre never gonna have a job. But oddly enough by 

being more critical and intentionally critical you actually get 

respect from the people you criticize. So it doesnôt work in a 

common sense way.ò 

 

When not taking the necessary risks you can fail as a leader,  

 



ñby compromising and being tidy and saying everything is 

great when itôs not  you are actually selling yourself short, 

social science short and selling the people short. So you are not 

helping anybody and youôre actually ending up as a rather 

unfortunate creature as you get older.ò 

 

To me that is valuable advice from an expert. Sometimes in life you have to take a risk, it 

may lead you to greater fortunes. However, there are times when if you know a risk will 

lead you to a bad decision you would forgo that risk. 

 

ñBe the change that you wish to see in the world.ò 

 - Gandhi 

 

David explains that it all starts with vision; leaders are those who can see what needs to 

be done and believe that it can be done. This vision is inspired by your principles and 

values. Everyone has a purpose in life, it is not a task assigned to you, but rather a choice 

that you can make. Lacking a sense of purpose is like choosing to live like a useless 

creature. 

 ΓYouôve got to have a basic idea of what you would like to  see 

in the  world é people expect you  to  have an opinion.  They 

donôt expect you to say, well Iôm available to  think  anything I 

wantò.   



 

When you are working towards a greater cause, your vision essentially guides your 

direction (approach) and the choices you make. While your vision is something you donôt 

compromise, you should always be open to negotiating your approach; for your inner 

guide will not fail you. 

 

 ñéIôm starting from here but Iôm  prepared to  listen and Iôm prepared  

 to go in other directionsò.   

 

In his book, the 8
th
 habit, Steven R. Covey, asserts that greatness in life cannot be 

achieved unless we find our ñvoice.ò  He defines this voice to be ñthe overlapping of the 

four parts of our nature: our body, our mind, our heart, and our spirit.  These also 

represent the four intelligences: our IQ for the mind, our EQ for the heart, our SQ for the 

spirit, and our PG for the body.ò  To find our voice, Steven R. Covey suggests four 

questions to answer:  

   1.What are you good at? Thatôs your mind.  

 2.What do you love doing? Thatôs your heart.  

 3.What need can you serve? Thatôs the body.  

 4. And finally, what is life asking of you? What gives  your life 

meaning and purpose? What do   you feel  like you should be 

doing? In short, what is your  conscience directing you to do? 

That is   your spirit.  



 

ñOne word expresses the pathway to greatness:  voice. Those on this 

path find their voice and inspire  others to find theirs. The rest never 

do.ò - Steven Covey 

 

David certainly is one of those who found the path to greatness.  His commitment 

to making a difference did not end with the fall of apartheid.  He continued to pursue a 

career that contributed directly to reducing the suffering of deprived people in South 

Africa and beyond. 

 

 

Tasting water, a check on water in northern Zululand, South Africa. The water was brackish and the pipes corroded 

 

David  has dedicated the last twenty-one years of his life to changing water policy 

and   impact evaluation of  municipal service delivery; primarily with the  Human  Sciences 

Research Council (HSRC) in  South Africa  .  His  research has actively  supported the 

under privileged in   achieving a better life through accessing  life sustaining 



household  services including:  water, sanitation  and energy. He pioneered  the 

innovative   ñimplementation researchò project Accelerating  Sustainable  Water  Services 

Delivery (ASWSD), which brought together seventeen 

scientific  bodies  and  implementation agencies to rapidly deploy infrastructure 

development for delivery of safe drinking water  in  the most remote areas of  South 

Africa.   

   

He also served as the water expert in the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC) 

Lesotho impact  evaluation project
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  since 2009 which involved developing the water 

module for the  Impact Evaluation  Multipurpose Survey, designing impact evaluations for 

urban  and rural water projects, and analyzing baseline data.  

 

While at HSRC, David led fourteen water-related research projects, wrote  numerous 

research reports, and published peer-reviewed articles and book  chapters. Together with 

co-researchers he undertook evaluation of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) in 

the  water and sanitation sectors in Malawi,     Botswana, Tanzania and South Africa. He 

co-edited the book Poverty and Water, and his  research on cholera has been featured in 

the award winning film FLOW.   
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 Exploratory Baseline Study: Lesotho Water Sector, February 28, 2011. Millennium Challenge 
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He is currently working with  engineers in South Africa, Germany and the United States 

to produce new  packaged water plants and other innovations to meet the water and 

energy needs of the rural poor by using solar-voltaic designs.  

 

The notion of contradiction: David explains that his journey through life,  including his 

career, is a paradigm that  illustrates  the ñnotion of contradiction!ò He explains that he did 

not plan to arrive at the point he is now. It has been as if his life was calling him to do 

something and his response to that call created the story. 

 

ñTo understand my career you have to understand the notion  

of  contradiction. Because,   actually, I did nothing that was 

intended for me,  really, apart from having an education.ò 

 

David pointed to the first and the primary influence that  his parents imprinted and that 

greatly helped him to form choices later in life: 

 

ñMy   father wanted me to join his   company which was 

architecture, and quantity surveying and   doing  things with 

numbers.  That horrified    me. My mother  actually denounced it, 

oddly enough. She   felt all contracts were based   on corruption. 

She came from Plymouth brethren.   She believed that 

any   business was corrupt. Professions had to be   virtuous. She 



would tell me that openly. My poor father  would    just have to 

smile, because he had to bring the money home.  There were 

always lively  debates  at home. ñ  

 

Hearing this story, you wonôt find it surprising that David ended up using the scientific 

approach ñthe intelligence of his fatherò to materialize the virtuous vision ñthe spirit of 

his motherò 

 

Leadership is the capacity to translate vision into  reality.   

 ð Warren Bennis 

 

David says that passion is vital to success but it is not enough to bring your vision to life. 

Passion has to be followed by a map that takes you to your destination, it is your 

methodology, for ñYour passion guides your interest in a subject material; it drives 

your  idea but then by rising out of that,  your methodology develops.  " 

Seven Lessons Learned From David Hemson 

Davidôs view of transforming vision into reality in the research field can be summed up 

in seven tips: (1) Adapt to a robust scientific method; (2)  Diversify your knowledge  ; (3) 

Make your research finding available to all (4)  Secure your funds. Above all that you 

have to; (5)  Surround yourself with the right crowd; (6)   be an Inspirational Leader and an 

effective manager; and (7)  Be Courageous- voice your beliefs. 

 



1. Adapt a Robust Scientific Methodology: Davidôs approach in applying scientific 

method is based on innovation. Great leaders create they donôt reproduce.  

 

ñIf you want something different, something new, you have to 

find a new approach, and then push it  to its limits, so 

you  must think through, if you can, all  the logical connections 

between  what youôre saying. "   

 

He adepts the mixed method approach in his research, incorporating a  wide range 

of research techniques, including statistical analysis  of small and  large-scale 

survey datasets, focus groups and key informant  interviews, cost- benefit analysis, 

and questionnaire design.  David quotes, John Phillipsô book Statistical Thinking in 

extracting meaning from numbers: 

 

ñTo understand the meaning of any measurement in the social 

sciences, you must come to know at least two things about it. 

First, you must be able to describe the operations by which it 

was obtained, and second, you must be able to place it in 

relation to other measurements that have been obtained in the 

same way.ò 

 



While answering your research question, he advises that you should challenge 

your ideas, your approach and your interpretations.. Anticipate ñcritical appraisalò 

and be sure that your work is defendable. Justify and explain every statement by 

footnotes:   

 ñéEvery single statement needs a footnote, everything you 

say has to  be justified, and thatôs actually a proven scientific 

method.ò  

 

 

2. Diversify your knowledge As a researcher in the water field and as a leader, David 

considers diversifying skills and knowledge as a key for success: 

 

 ñNow, Iôve done a range of things from  planning, to 

studying the value of money, and to  developing 

a  methodology for doing work on service delivery, which is 

statistical  analysis. ò 

 

He point out two avenues he had to pursue in his field as a water expert researcher, 

explaining that his choice of which skill to develop depended on whether it is 

appropriate and usable in a given time:   

 



ñA research vocation consists of:  public administration and 

statistical analysis,  which is literally research [and more] 

literary criticisméò  

 

Applying that to specializing in water he says: 

 

 ñWater specialization, for example, is actually a combination 

of data analysis and a  social commitment to change. This is 

public  administration because all of the systems have to be 

managed by a  regulation of public service and other aspects 

such as  human development, training, and systems analysisò 

 

He explains that having knowledge in all these areas does not by any means 

suggest that you are an expert in them. However, when you read intelligently and 

critically in a field, say technology, and approach specialists to enhance your 

understanding, you will be aware when something is incorrect and you will be able 

to assume a position and intelligently question and argue your stance...   

David adds that information is always attainable; so one really has no excuse to 

complain about the lack of it. Itôs pretty straight forward: refer to those specialists 

in the field, or just ñGoogleò the information:  

 



" for example I would Google: ówhat is the appropriate diameter 

for  a pipeline up to the  household levelô. You want it to be the 

most  economical (and such and  such) pressure. Youôll find out 

[that] all the informationôs  there.   And even in a  digestible 

form.  And often, you must read  abstracts, you must read 

simple  explanations and manuals and so forth,  because the 

information is often better  presented if explained verbally  and 

has a picture.ò  

 

Demonstrating, probably unknowingly, his approach to deepen and diversify his 

knowledge, David shares with us his next plan. He wants to take advantage of 

being surrounded by the finest ñsuperb statisticiansò here in the U.S. and   ñbump 

up against the limits of   statistics and maybe understand the  mathò  

 

David explains that one way to expand your knowledge is to use your mistakes as 

a fuel to go forward. Leaders see mistakes as opportunities to improve. When he 

makes a mistake he says ñI feel like Iôm being punished,ò jokingly laughing.  But 

it doesnôt end there, he uses the challenge that the mistake offers, as a stimulus for 

growth.  

 



ñé and then I think, Iôm  not doing that again. Iôm not allowing 

myself to be hit between the  eyes and Iôm gonna brush up about 

that and Iôll get it.ò 

 

3.   Make your Research Finding Available to all: David believes that all the data 

and the entire research conclusions must be available to the public either free or at a 

very cheap price.  This is important to ñspread the ideas, the findings, and to 

confirm its validityò During his career he fought for public access to research and he 

succeeded, ñthat was a  huge battle,ò David professed. 

 

4. Secure your Funds: Given the challenges you face in funding projects related to 

policy work, when you adapt a robust methodology in your work you will attract 

funders. And that is the blood of any research to keep it going. ñMoney is a part of 

life, itôs something you got to have.ò But with money you have to be responsible and 

create products that have value.   He criticizes the popular practice of investing in 

poor research ñitôs just not very creative. " 

Money is just the natural result when you establish a good reputation. You canôt go 

wrong when you constantly perform premium work with honesty and high 

standards. Universal lows guarantee that! 

 



 ñYou should be doing work  in the best way possible so that 

people will  feel  that it was  fairé  This is how to establish a good 

reputationò  

 ñWhen I worked for the Human Research Council, I was given 

a top position not only based on my  publications, but also  based 

on the fact that I was  able to bring in  contracts. I could  actually 

build up a  whole team based on the funding that I could attract." 

 

5. Surround yourself with the right crowd: David is particular in choosing who he 

allows into his inner circle;  understanding that who he hangs out with has a huge 

influence on who he becomes: 

 

ñChoosing people who are interested, committed  and hold high 

standards is the type of people you  want to reward yourself with 

having in your lifeé There are so many bad eggs out  there and 

you need to  avoid those peopleò 

  

ñMy mother always said  Iôm a lucky boy,ò he says with 

a  gracious smile, ñand I am very lucky because Iôve  met people 

who have been very  generous to me and that is also 

an  explanation of our successò  

 



6. Be an Inspirational Leader and an Effective Manager: Part of the people you 

surround yourself with, is the team you lead. David believes that you are not a leader 

if you canôt inspire others, especially your team, to believe in your vision, and work 

towards it. As a manager you have to have the ability to communicate your 

expectations ñbreak it downò and always provide rapid feedback. And when things 

donôt go well, ñyou have to help them increase their moral, thatôs not by punishing 

them but strutting.ò  

 

When David talks about his employees you would think he was talking about family 

members, sharing their private occasions. 

 

ñWe had birthday parties, and the leadership within the 

organization would attend and sing the employees óhappy 

birthdayô.ò 

 

He says that as a leader, you have to think carefully about every step, for now you are not 

a researcher in your ñlittle boxò you canôt act recklessly.  You are responsible for a team 

ñtheyôve got to bring home some bacon; this is the kind of a leader he is; considering his 

employees ñassetsò not ñliabilities.ò 

 

It is not surprising, with his style of leadership, David was able to build a team with 

synergy, enthusiasm, and commitment.  



 

7. Be Courageous- Voice Your Beliefs  

"Two roads diverged in a wood. . . I took the  one less traveled by, 

and that has made  all the  difference."   

ð Robert Frost 

Nodding at what the crowds believe or what the powerful will approve, will only turn 

your voice into useless noise. But facing the storms of controversy, in order to do the 

right thing, is what will distinguish you from the crowd, and that is Davidôs principle. 

 

ñYou might not receive their approval, but you will always receive respect,ò he assures.  

Davidôs career is a proof that you can make it without giving  up on your beliefs, 

discarding your principles, and running after money. People will remember you, they 

might not agree with your views, but they will respect your truthfulness and your 

commitment. 

David tells us a recent incident where he attended a book lunch wherethe author was a 

member of ANC and was complementing its accomplishments. When the author 

recognized David (as a long time critic of the organization) he said:"well of course there 

are also people that believe that the ANC never  achieved what it set  out to achieve in the 

first place and weôve got someone  sitting right hereé and I ask you to please stand  up 

and receive our applause.ò  David says that was such a  privilege because all what he  said 

was all true.  



ñI had always been of a different point of view, but if 

itôs  intelligent, committed,  and not linked any way to racism or to 

some other hidden  agenda, people are  quite happily put on. " 

ñItôs nice to be right, but  itôs nice to be accepted that you made a 

view, even if not  perceived as right,  which is fitting into a 

spectrum when youôve never expected it  to be.ò   

Is it courage or recklessness that describes your actions? A reckless person is one  who 

is  controlled by the craving for quick results, blinding himself from  seeing the  whole 

situation. Guided by misperception and misjudgment, a reckless  person  usually gets 

caught by surprise when things donôt turn the way he intended.   

 

On the other hand, a courageous person is he who does not crave results but  creates  them. 

He plans his moves in the light; he is  never caught by surprise for  he anticipates the 

consequences of his actions, and  willingly embraces them.   

 

Davidôs life exemplifies courage in its purest form.   When making a choice, he takes  his 

life as a whole into account.  The choice has to be integral with everything else; with his 

vision, his role and the people involved. When it comes to true leaders there is no 

compromise with principles.   



 " You see, youôve got to think of everything, especially  as  you get 

older:  youôve got a family, youôve got a sort   of standing in 

society, youôve  been given authority,   which is a surprise to me. 

And then, what do you  make of   it? Do you make a mess and just 

burn out, run with the   car,  with your foot flat until your fuel 

runs out  and   say, ñwell I had  a go?ò Or do you actually 

manage to  go  carefully so that you can  actually reach a 

destination   and then show that youôve done a good  job?   "  

 As a leader and as a researcher in the water field, David critiques policies, practices and 

beliefs. His role is to scientifically prove how a specific factor can directly cause or 

influence a problem. Evidently, this process fosters resistance and sometime conflicts. 

David shares with us what made him successful in this area: 

a. Admit Your Intent 

 Your intent behind providing critiques drives the whole process.  One way 

to  know your true intent is to ask yourself where your voice is rising from. Is 

it  rising from your wisdom or from your ego? Do you want to prove that the 

other  side is wrong or show that you are better, or do you want them to rise and 

break  through their limitations? For David the intent was always clear, to make 

a  difference in peopleôs lives, and to convince others to buy into that vision. 

Even  when David was part of the government, he used his influence and his gifts 

to  change the system from within.  



  ñA state body is  not going to become a loudspeaker for  the 

government. But actually,  itôs got to be a loud  speaker for the 

people and amplify the social  trends, the  needs of the people, 

and speak through it.  ò 

b. Avoid pointing the finger 

When a person or an institution is under attack it is only natural that it will go into 

the defensive and/or cut off all avenues of communication and go about their 

practices as they always did. If you want your critiques  to be effective and to be 

heard, present them in a way that offers an opportunity for improvement, not in a 

way that shoots the other party down. How do you do that? By looking for the 

positives, as well as the negatives, and by being sensitive; knowing when to 

advance and retreat.  Blaming others for shortcomings and failures might allow 

you to win the argument but it will prevent you from making the changes you are 

seeking.  

 

ñBring together a combination of ideas to show  that youôre not 

entirely negative and be ñboldò on  what you need to push 

forward.ò 

 

Another piece of advice David gives in that regard is:  when you find that people 

are wrong, or not telling the whole truth, you provide your argument as a set of 



questions and let their answers bring about the conclusion. This way you can 

achieve the same results without putting them in a situation where they feel they 

have to deny or defend their position.  He provides a hypothetical situation of 

technologists providing misleading information:  

 

 ñéif they come and say that everything is fine, I say ñHold   

  on guys, can we just check out a  few things here? So,  

 are there other  damages of the pipes? Can that really serve 

  twenty  thousand people?  Iôm just asking, please tell me.ò   

 

     ñéand I know theyôre wrong  , but you  never say that theyôre 

wrong. You  just ask intelligently so that youôve  got it down, and 

theyôll come back and  change.ò 

 

c. Prepare your argument intelligently: When it comes influencing and persuading 

others, it is not enough to state the facts and pass the ñlogic testò, David indicates, 

every element of your argument must also be supported by evidence. 

 

ñI found if you have a minority opinion, donôt   change it but 

think carefully of  how you are going to argue it. In other   words, 

my passion is to denounce wrongs in the world. But I also need 

to   stand back a little and think about how to prepare the 



argument.   Apart  from just stating the facts, the methods are very 

important.   So it is actually an intellectual  exercise to engage in 

issues.ò 

 

When evidence is based on science, no one can claim that it was driven by a 

personal agenda, for science is not subject to personal agendas. Eventually, the 

energy will be channeled towards finding solutions and not endless arguments.  

 

Courage does pay off: In the year   2000, David was    appointed director of research in   the 

National Research  Volume in South Africa, mainly on   the basis of  writing an article 

of  critical   areas of the  government in the water  sector. He wrote that women in rural areas 

were struggling in conditions    simila r to those under   apartheid and that the efforts that the 

government had invested in these areas have not yet matured.  The article ended up with 

the minister of water affairs, when he  had  injured   his foot and  was in the hospital, so he 

had time to read! He  was very  angry, 

 "... but instead of taking it  negatively, actually he   thought this 

was good because he was  under a lot  of  criticism and he  thought 

I was able to  provide intelligent,  informed  and   committed 

criticism.ò   

  



Response to Attacks 

As a leader you will always be the subject of public attacks, criticism or disapproval 

knowing how to respond to these condemnations is a crucial skill that one has to develop 

in order to achieve desirable results.  Great leaders never feel that they are victims, for 

they know that they are in charge of their situation. 

We analyzed Davidôs responses to when he faced attacks, and drew lessons that 

illustrates his approach:   

a. Donôt take it personally, donôt allow your ego to take over, even when you know 

that the attacks are targeting you unfairly.   

 

 ñ...You have to be prepared to take the tough  stuff and then to 

fight with it intelligently-not to get upset and to say   ñHow dare 

you ask me".  

 

Note that David didnôt say fight the attacker but fight with it (the attack)! His focus 

is on what has been said not who said it. Also he says ñfight with itò not ñfight itò 

which shows an initial acceptance of the challenge at hand. 

 

b. Listen with tolerance; show a desire to understand the other personôs point of 

view. David says that for him, one way to attain this is to take notes of what is 

being said. 

 



ñé instead of getting  angry, youôve got to think,   ñokay, why? 

Why are you saying  so?ò  And then you listen to it carefully and 

write it down .. take  every criticism that comes, even if itôs the 

most outspoken, vicious,  and  stupid criticism, you should make 

notes of it.ò   

 

c. Wait until you have clarity to answer and then come with your reply: 

 

ñWhen youôre sober and in about twenty-four hours, you can 

actually reply  and  come back and say: ñthank you for  those 

points, I appreciate the points, and now  Iôd like to reply if 

I   may.ò And then you come back with your new points.   "  

 

Remember that when you apply strong methodology, it will always defend itself 

 

ñThe lesson I learned from  that whole exercise was that your 

methodology has to be impeccable.ò  

 

My attitude and my method protected me from losing my job:  You should  not 

choose the path of courage, unless you are ready to embrace the consequences,  for 

the consequences are not always ñlollypops and roses.ò  

 



David nearly lost his job when he gave a presentation in March, 2005 regarding 

putting  numbers to the school card, looking at  the   presidential towards  the state of 

delivery. The president sent a person  to attacks the findings
37

, while he was not 

given the chance to reply.   

 

In an attempt to defend the research findings, he approached his journalist  friend 

(who also knew that the presidency was ñtelling storiesò) who published an  article 

that included his responses to the attack. The president of   South Africa, a 

mentally  active person, knew him and knew he  was a  critical person   -he didnôt 

like  that at all - he sent a message through to him CEO and who in turn,    asked to 

deliver a complete explanation of every  phrase that I used in that article.  I did that, 

and again it was the robust method that he used that saved him from  losing my 

job.   

 

Future Plans  

  ñA leader is one who knows the way, goes the way,  and shows the way.ò  

John C. Maxwell 

David has a desire to go back to writing about social history after leaving it for twenty-

five years.   
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ñI feel there is a lot of action now about the displacement 

and crimes against humanity and  the displacement of 

people from one area to another, due to the period 

of  apartheid.ò  

 

Inspired by his friend, who has written the first book about this subject and has 

just passed away, he feels keen to write this book to honor him and to preserve 

something from the past.  

 

ñIôd like to return to history to re-examine how the course 

of human social movements have changed in the past few 

decades. Unfortunately, South  Africa has a weakness as it 

appears it has very little  interest in history at the moment, 

something that should never be forgotten. Perhaps  then we 

can recognize the misunderstandings of our past and make 

a better  future. " 

 

He certainly has a lot to say, for the history from his perspective will be an insperation for 

courage, commitment and perseverence that will guide generations to come. 

 

 

 



Afterward  

 

Picture taken April 3, 2012. At NORC, Bethesda. (From left to right: Basema Maki, David Hemson, and Daniel Lee) 

 

The authors of this paper, Basema Maki and Daniel Lee are students of the George 

Washington Universityôs Certificate program who were taking the survey management 

(course 6238). This project was a semester long assignment; consisting of an interview, 

transcription, and paper (which will all be available electronically). The ñleadersò that 

were chosen by the class are all unique and excel in their profession. Dr. David Hemson 

was picked, not only because he is an expert in his field, but fought the oppression of 

apartheid. His struggles made him into the man he is today. His leadership helped him 

during his ñmoment of crisis.ò Both Basema and I hope you enjoy this paper, and learn 

Davidôs experience as much as we both did.   
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Dr. Lars Lyberg Interview  

 

 

Editors’ note: The interview below was conducted by two students, Christina 

Lee and Will Hayes, enrolled in the survey management course (course 6238) as 

part of the GWU Certificate Program in the spring of 2012. The questions were 

provided by the students to Dr. Lyberg ahead of time.  

 

The interview begins by focusing on Dr. Lyberg’s background then focuses on 

his professional achievements culminating in his successful direction of 

Statistics Sweden during the 1990’s Swedish financial crisis.  The paper aims to 

show how Dr. Lyberg viewed the crisis as an opportunity for improving the 

agency rather than scrambling to keep it afloat; a characteristic of true 

leadership. 

 

The footnotes in the main text add to the overall breadth of the discussion as 

well as give the reader a sense of Dr. Lyberg’s contributions to the statistical 

community. 

 

 



Introduction  

For Sweden, the early 1990’s was a time of economic hardship.  In the midst of a 

significant banking crisis, the Swedish economy was shedding jobs, inflation was high 

and the GDP was in decline.38 These troubles are not unlike the economic issues the 

world, particularly Europe, is facing today in 2012. Plagued with massive debt, the 

government had no choice but to impose strict austerity measures resulting in the 

slashing of budgets of many government institutions, including the official government 

statistics bureau, Statistics Sweden, leaving the agency with extremely limited resources 

while still obligated to fulfill its duties. The fledgling Swedish economy’s impact on 

Statistics Sweden was significant.   As a substantial portion of Statistics Sweden’s 

revenue comes from working for the private sector, not just the Swedish government, 

the organization was suffering from dual reduced revenue streams.  The authors of this 

paper focus on the Head of Statistical Research at Statistics Sweden during the 

economic crisis of the 1990s, Dr. Lars Lyberg, who successfully led the organization 

through the crisis.    

Before delving into the interview and examining the leadership demonstrated by 

Dr. Lyberg during the crisis point, it is important to understand a bit about Statistics 

Sweden.  As the government statistical agency of Sweden, Statistics Sweden is charged 

with overseeing the collection of all official statistics including population and economic 

data among others.  Furthermore, the agency also serves as a data collection agency for 
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private companies.  A description of Statistics Sweden on the organization’s website 

says  

Statistics Sweden is an administrative agency. Our main task is to supply 

customers with statistics for decision making, debate and research. We are mainly 

assigned these tasks by the government and different agencies, but we also have 

customers in the private sector and among researchers. 

Besides producing and communicating our statistical data, we are tasked with 

supporting and coordinating the Swedish system for official statistics. We also 

take part in international statistical cooperation.
39

 

As one of the world’s premier statistical agencies highly regarded by the international 

community, it is an organization requiring top-notch leadership at all times, particularly 

during moments of crisis.   

$ÒȢ ,ÙÂÅÒÇȭÓ "ÁÃËÇÒÏÕÎÄȾ#ÕÒÒÅÎÔ 7ÏÒË 

Before exploring Dr. Lyberg’s leadership during the crisis, the next section 

presents a bit of back-ground information about how he became involved in the 

statistics community, an important aspect in any discourse. 

Students: How did you begin working in the field of statistics and survey research? 

I was aiming for a [degree] in Economy, but to do that you have to start with a 

course in statistics. And so I did it just to get rid of it, you know, and it turned out 
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that I stayed at the Statistics Department for almost two years before I started 

studying another topic because I was taught by my supervisor...it was so exciting 

to take courses for him so when he asked me to become his assistant, I never 

doubted so I started working for him before I had the basic exam. He knew lots 

and lots of people, especially in the US, so very early I got to meet these guys...so I 

had met some really famous guys when I was young such as Neyman, Cochran, 

Deming...so of course in this environment it was kind of easy to become interested 

in the field... 

Enamored with his mentor’s projects, this fascination encouraged Lars to obtain a 

degree in, not only economics, but statistics and mathematics as well. Lars even went on 

to pursue a doctoral degree in statistics at Stockholm University, which he received in 

1981.  At the age of 21, Lars began to work with his supervisor as his assistant. Given his 

supervisor’s interest in data quality issues and numerous contacts with other 

researchers within the field, Lars’ curiosity naturally gravitated toward the same topic. 

In speaking with Lars, he admits that his supervisor’s attitude was an influential aspect 

in directing his interests in data quality.   

Students: We see you have published a lot of literature about data quality.  Is there a 

particular reason why you chose to focus on this aspect of 

statistics/surveys? 

 

My supervisor was interested in quality issues and had all these research contacts 

with other people also working on data quality issues. I mean, that was the only 



options for me at the time. And I guess, if he had been interested in some other 

aspects of the survey approach, I would have started working on that. That was a 

coincidence. I think I was affected by his attitude in general. Because he used to 

say, the only figures he trusted in statistical reports were the page numbers. And I 

ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ {ƻΣ LΩƳ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎȅ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǳǎŜŘΦ !ƴŘ LΩƳ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ 

ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ LΩƳ ƳƻǊŜ 

interested in the basic operations of survey research.  

After developing a four year relationship as his adviser’s assistant, Lars began to 

work for Statistics Sweden in 1968, beginning a forty-four year long-career at the 

bureau.  According to Swedish laws, individuals beyond the age of 67 years old are not 

permitted to be employees at Swedish government agencies, with the exception of 

universities. Unfortunately, this regulation prevented Lars from continuing his service 

with Statistics Sweden.          

Students: Could you briefly describe your career development in the field? 

 

 

That might sound like a very long time, but I had the opportunity to work on so 

many different things.  Basically, it felt like working for different companies over 

the years, depending on goals for the agency and who was the boss and things 

like that. One year had not been similar to another.  For a survey statistician, 



ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ {ǘŀǘǎ {ǿŜŘŜƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƛƴ {ǿŜŘŜƴΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ 

best workplace.  In 2003, I became a professor at Stockholm University. Now that 

LΩƳ ǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ {ǿŜŘŜƴΣ L ǿƻǊƪ тл҈ ŀǘ {ǘƻŎƪƘƻƭƳ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

remainder, I work on my own firm.  

Students: Are you doing more teaching rather than research at the University? Or a 

little of both? 

 

L ǘŜŀŎƘ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ LΩƳ ǎǳǇŜǊǾƛǎƛƴƎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ 

tƘΦ5Φ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘΦ  LΩƳ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ ǊŜƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ 

efficient organization because I have this education. WellΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ say, quality 

management, Business Engineering.  Nobody else has that and I can help them 

improve, I think.  

 

  



Leadership and Management  
 

Before exploring the crisis point, the authors of this paper asked Dr. Lyberg a few 

questions about his views on leadership and management in order to gain a broader 

picture of his experience. 

Students: Some people say there is a difference between leadership and management.  

In your view is there a difference? If so, what defines that distinction? 

 

I think that both of these words are kind of overused. They can mean lots of 

different things. If you think about management and leadership, when I see these 

two words, I think of leadership like something that has to do with expertise and 

ǾƛǎƛƻƴΧ ¢ƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ .ǳǘ ǿƘŜƴ L ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘΣ ƛǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǘ 

necessarily entail expertise in the subject matter. But I think that if there is a line 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŦƛƴŜ ƭƛƴŜΦ {ƻ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƳŀƪŜ ŀ ōƛƎ ŘŜŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ 

difference.  

 

¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ŀǊŜƴŀ ǿŜ ƳŜŀƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘŜƴ ȅƻǳ ǳǎŜ 

certain words. Because, at some length at times, for instance, there are 

definitions about quality assurance and quality control in the eyes of 9,000.Still, 

these two are useŘ ƛƴ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ǿŀȅǎ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ L ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ 



worry too much about leadership and management. And I think, when in doubt, 

one should always explain the meaning of the words that you use.  

Students: So, you would say, leadership is more of a natural, organic role?  

 

Yeah, I think leadership is more like you have to know a lot of different aspects 

about the work. And you have to be able to think about the topic and the future 

aspects of it. Basically, you have to have some expertise in the area. That goes 

with leadership. And I know that Fritz, he sometimes uses survey leadership rather 

than survey management. And I think he means that a survey leader is someone 

who is competent when it comes to all aspects of survey work.   

 As a way to further gain a well-rounded sense of Dr. Lyberg’s leadership 

experience, the authors also asked him about his role models.  Dr. Bob Groves, the 

director of the United States Census Bureau from 2009 to 2012, played a significant role 

in inspiring Dr. Lyberg not only in statistics, but also in terms of leadership. 

Students: Is there anyone who has had inspired you in terms of leadership? In other 

words, do you have a role model whom you admire? 

¸ƻǳ ƪƴƻǿΣ .ƻō DǊƻǾŜǎΚ LΩǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ .ƻō ŦƻǊ ŀ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎ ǘƛƳŜΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƪƴƻǿƴ 

each other for 35 years. When I think about leaders in our field, I think about him 

because he has been an inspiration to so many people. He has devoted time to his 

students oveǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ IŜ Ƙŀǎ ŦǳƴŘŜŘ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΦ L 



ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭΧ L ƳŜǘ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ .ǊǳǎǎŜƭǎΦ IŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǘŀƪŜƴ ŀ ŦƭƛƎƘǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

weekend to Brussels to participate in a one day meeting with Gallup just to get 

some financing for one of his students. That was the only purpose for that visit. 

He took that time from his busy schedule. He means a lot to many people in the 

ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǿƻǊƭŘΧ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻ ƳŜΦ  

IŜΩǎ ǘǿƻ ȅŜŀǊǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ L ŀƳΣ ōǳǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƛǎΣ 

on top of things. He knows what is going on and he is very smart and he has lots 

ƻŦ ƛŘŜŀǎΦ IŜΩǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ŀƴ ŀŎŎƻƳǇƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƎǳȅΦ L ǘŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘƛƳ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴŘŜǊ 

what he would think about an idea. He has a number of different qualities, not 

only expertise, but also peƻǇƭŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ 

something that I admire. We have worked together over the years. 

Students: We were actually discussing this earlier. We were looking at the Journal of 

Obnoxious Statistics
40

. It seems that the survey world is very close-knit. It 

seems like everyone is very passionate about the topic so they’re willing to 

work with one another. It seems like a very embracive community. Do you 

find that having that support from other leaders allows you to promote 

your interest and give you greater satisfaction?   

 

I think that there is this group of survey methodologists that help each other a 

ƭƻǘΧ LǘΩǎ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǘŜŀƳ ǎǇƛǊƛǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƛƴ 
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 The Journal of Obnoxious Statistics (JOBS) is a satire that was produce especially for Dr. Lyberg by his friends and 
colleagues. This publication was a tribute to celebrate the Journal of Official Statistics’ 20

th
 anniversary. 



ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜƭǇƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ L 

ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜΦ Lǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿΣ ōǳǘ L Ŏŀƴ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ 

testify that this is the case for survey research. People are really helpful... There is 

another of information exchange going on. 

 

 In 2010, the American Association for Public Opinion Research (AAPOR) featured 

a journal article written by Dr. Lyberg and Dr. Lyberg’s aforementioned inspiration, Dr. 

Groves.  Their research highlighted the history of total survey error41, its strengths and 

weaknesses, and future implications. Two of the critical achievements Dr. Lyberg had 

made within the focus of the total survey error framework was emphasizing the 

distinction between sampling and non-sampling error, and incorporating notions of 

process quality. 
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 The total survey error framework attempts to explain statistical error properties of sample survey statistics. The 
objective of the paradigm is to improve survey accuracy and quality by minimizing error sources produced by cost, 
time, and other constraints. One criticism is that the concept does not integrate non-statistical error, including 
“fitness for use”. Although differing for each user, these factors consist of items such as credibility, relevance, and 
timeliness. 



 

Students: From the Head of Statistical Research at Statistics Sweden to the President 

of the International Association for Survey Statisticians, you obviously have 

a lot of experience directing various statistical institutions.  If you had to 

pick, which one of these did you enjoy leading the most? Why? 

 

 

Actually, the journal was produced by Statistics Sweden so that was really the 

same organization. I had that job for 25 years, being chief editor for the Journal 

[of Official Statistics].42 It was so extensive that I really had to do most of the work 

on the side because I was also head of the R&D department for 17 years and head 

of the statistical methodology for eight or nine years. It was impossible to 

combine these two during regular work hours so I had spent a lot of my own time 

on this aspect. I thought it was worth it.  

First of all, I was the one who founded the journal and [intelligible on recording] 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴǎǇƛǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜƴΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ 

things that were going on in the field because you get to read not only the 

ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴΦ 

±ŜǊȅ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǊŜƧŜŎǘŜŘ ƳŀƴǳǎŎǊƛǇǘǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘΦ LǘΩǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 

reasons why they are not published. It could be that a flaws in the manuscript. It 

could be bad for the entire manuscript, but not for parts of it. There could be 
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other reasons; Language, for instance, or some parts of the ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

work out, or simply because that it was not new. That the exposition of the topic 

could be quite valuable; I think that I learned a lot from reading some of the 

rejected submissions of work. I also got an enormous knack for it.  

Every year, we had about 300 people working as reviewers. Basically, I was in 

touch with all of them in one way or another. In some way, then we had all the 

authors, aōƻǳǘ млл ŜŀŎƘ ȅŜŀǊΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜǿŀǊŘƛƴƎΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿƻǊƪΦ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǾƛŜǿ ƛǘ ŀǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ Ƙƻōōȅ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŎŀǊŜ 

of the Journal.  

I also liked the conferences and the monographs. And that was also survey 

research. Like many others, I liked the everyday work less. All people working in 

government agencies, they talk about going to meetings. They hate going to 

ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘΩs the truth from a standpoint. But I loved the meetings, and 

ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƘƛƴƎΦ LŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊΣ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ 

ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ Ŏŀƴ ŘƻΣ ōǳǘ ŀǘǘŜƴŘΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ 

survey work, participating in the meetings. So obviously, what I liked most was 

the scientific parts of my job. 

The subsequent section of the interview is the primary substance of the 

discussion focusing on Dr. Lyberg’s leadership at Statistics Sweden.   As the authors view 

it, the real shining moment for Dr. Lyberg is how he converted a true crisis into a 



moment of opportunity; a moment not just to keep Statistics Sweden afloat, but also to 

introduce statistical procedures in data quality as a means to generate revenue, an 

innovative practice in the early 1990s. 

 

Students: As the leader of [answer to Q-5], can you recall and describe the most 

significant challenge you were faced with as the leader? How did you 

motivate your staff to overcome and succeed in spite of the challenge? 

 

 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ флΩǎΣ ǘƘŜ {ǿŜŘƛǎƘ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ǿŀǎ ŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴŘ {ǘŀǘǎ 

Sweden budget was cut. It was a severe cut and the only thing we could do was to 

start getting more work because Stats Sweden had some work on commission.  

Making up the lost revenue was the only realistic solution and Lars led Statistics 

Sweden to creatively figure out ways to earn revenue. 

We could expand that part, but we also had to improve our processes so that they 

became more efficient. That was a time that the total quality management 

movement rode in from the U.S. We took that up and it was a good time to start 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǊƪ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǊŎǳƳǎǘŀƴŎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŜ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ŎǳǘǎΦ LŦ ǿŜ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ 

gone this route, people would have been fired from the agency. To get this 

program rolling, that was a real challenge. Not the people who were the hosts, 

ōǳǘ Ƨǳǎǘ ǘƻ ƪƴƻǿ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

challenge. 

 I had to learn a lot and had to show people that I knew what I was talking about. 

In a very short time, I had to learn the principles of quality management and also 



statistical process control and things like that. I had to deal with some consultants 

and I had to fire some consultants that were not up to par. That was a new 

experience to me. We took over ourselves for some time and then after a few 

months, we managed to get some help from Westat. From then on, things went 

much smoother. The whole situation for Stats Sweden, at the time, was really 

dramatic because it was a very difficult time financially. But we managed to work 

things out without firing anyone. We managed to get new work and streamline 

many of our processes so that they became much cheaper than before. So I guess 

ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƴȅ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘΦ 

In essence, the crisis presented an opportunity for Dr. Lyberg 

to introduce innovations to the field of statistics, data quality 

measures, which are now regarded as standard best practices. 

So not only did the innovative data quality measures assist in 

generating additional streams of revenue for Statistics Sweden, 

Dr. Lyberg’s implementation of the practice was noticed by the 

greater statistics community and statisticians began 

implementing the procedures in their work.43 

Students: You mentioned that you worked with Westat. Did you have connections 

with them before? We talked about this industry being very close-knit. Is 

that a reason why they were able to help out? 
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I knew people at Westat. We had worked with Westat on some projects before. 

We knew that they had a group of about ten people who were specialized in total 

quality management and how that should be done on a more statistical basis 

than any other company. We tried to get them, but then you had these rules that 

stated that if work was going to amount to a certain fund, you had to put it out 

for bidding. The other bidder was Ulan Institute. They were really very good. Both 

of them, but our independent reviewers chose Westat, which we thought was 

great. They helped us for a number of years actually. We started and conducted 

about 150 improvement projects over the years. That was a real change.                

 

Students: With the amount of experience you have in the field of statistics, you must 

have witnessed many crisis points of other organizations you were not 

involved with.  Without going into too much detail, can you describe a 

leadership/management crisis you witnessed that was not handled 

properly and failed?  What, in your opinion, resulted in the failure?  

 

One of the main things in quality leadership is to try to avoid these crises. I think 

LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ Lƴ ŀ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƎŜƴŎȅΣ ōŀŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǘƛƳŜΧ ƭƛƪŜ ƘǳƎŜ ŜǊǊƻǊǎ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƻǘŀƭƭȅ ǳƴŎƻƳƳƻƴΦ ²ƘŜƴ 

ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ōƛƎΣ ōƛƎ ŎǊƛǎŜǎΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜ.44 This is the one thing that 

stands out over the years. That we were really in a hole and we had to dig 

ƻǳǊǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻǳǘΦ L ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΦ L ǘƘƛƴƪ 

that prevention, crisis prevention, is a good work study... 
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 This quote exemplifies a key quality of leadership that Dr. Lyberg possesses:  modesty. 



 

We are in one right now because the department that I work with, the stats 

ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΧ ¢ƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ their research part properly, tƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ 

spent any time and resources on research, at least not enough time. Instead, 

people at the department have spent their time teaching. And all this teaching for 

the last ten years had resulted in a financial surplus of about a million dollars. And 

the faculty is ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƳŀŘ ŀǘ ƛǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǎǇŜƴǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƛƳŜ ƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΧ 

As a university department, you haǾŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΦ hǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜΣ ȅƻǳΩŘ Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜ ŀ 

regular school. 

.ŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǿ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜΦ LŦ ǿŜ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƎƻƛƴƎΣ 

relatively quickly, they may take some or maybe a lot of money from us or even 

close down the department. Maybe thŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŘƛŜǎ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ 

really tough challenge for it. Along that line, we have now suggested the creation 

of a survey research center. This was an idea that my supervisor and I had four or 

ŦƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΣ ōǳǘ ƴƻǿ ƛǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŎƻƳƛƴƎ 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƛǘǘŜǊǎǿŜŜǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅΦ {ƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƘŜ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ƛǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

happen four or five years after. 

 

Students: Hopefully your suggestion will be able to be implemented and the 

department will be able to remain open. Do you find that the other faculty 

has been supportive? 

 



LǘΩǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭƭȅΧ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {tats department, theȅΩǊŜ not so different 

interests. Not everyone is interested in survey research. The other guys, they want 

to promote other sǇŜŎƛŀƭǘƛŜǎΦ .ǳǘ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎŀǎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƛƳŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ǎƛŘŜΦ 

The other thing that is going to start up really quickly for the survey research 

center is that there are so many contacts with people abroad and there are so 

many surveys going on within the faculty. Because we belong to the social science 

faculty, which is kind of unusual for a statistics department so we have lots of 

potential customers that want our help with design and error control and things 

like that. So we are in good shape. But those in the department that are 

specialists in other fields, they feel a little abandoned right now.  

Students: You mentioned that a lot of the faculty having different interests. Was the 

department unable to spend its funding because of the diversity of 

interests and lack of consensus on deciding what to spend it on or was 

there another reason? 

 

bƻΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ƛŦ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ƛǘ ōȅ 

now, but many statisticians are now case managers. They have picked statistics 

as their field because they are interested in math, calculus, and technical things. 

aŀƴȅ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƳŀƴŀƎƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭŀŎƪ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ 

Lǘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎƻǳƴŘ ƘŀǊǎƘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ Ƴȅ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ aŀƴȅ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

technical pockets like math, statistics, and physics. They tend to be learners and 

not communicators. It seems to be the case. This is something that could be 

overcome. 



International Experience  
 

As the authors are particularly interested in international research, the next question was designed to 

gain insight from Dr. Lyberg’s experience in leading and managing projects across cultures. 

Students: You have a significant amount of international experience.  In your 

experience, are leadership and management universal norms across 

cultures or do some cultures approach them differently? Please describe. 

 

¢ƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜΣ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ hb{Σ ǘƘŜȅ ŎƻƴŘǳŎǘŜŘ ŀ ǊŜŜƴƎƛƴŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜ ǎŜǾŜƴ 

or eight years ago. They got a million of pounds to do that. It was an enormous 

amount of money. It was an amount that other agencies in Europe had never 

ƘŜŀǊŘ ƻŦ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎΦ ²ŜΩǊŜ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǇƻǳƴŘǎΦ Lǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦŀƛƭŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴΣ L ƎǳŜǎǎΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜǊ 

evaluated this reengineering. The purpose was to create a new platform for 

statistics production using new IT systems and a modern tax form, basically. What 

ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŘƻƛƴƎ ƛǎ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘǎΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿƻǊƪ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ƳƻƴŜȅ 

left. This is what happened here. What happened in the end was that there was 

no new platform and the economy was so bad that the agency had to relocate 

from London to Wales. In that process, of course, they lost a lot of competence 

ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŘƛōƛƭƛǘȅΦ {ƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƘŀǊŘ ƭŜǎǎƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ 

that I had experienced from a distance. 

 



In terms of international experiences, they are very different. I was working with 

international surveys as well. I have been to many, many countries. I have also 

ǘŀǳƎƘǘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

differences. In some countrieǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǘƻǇ-Řƻǿƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ōƻǘǘƻƳ-up. In 

some agencies, they want to have consensus before their decision making. And all 

decision making can take forever. There are huge differences in competence when 

it comes to survey research in different countries, and also the approach towards 

quality management, very different attitudes. Employee involvement is very 

different. There are countries where employees have no say whatsoever and 

everything lies with the managers. Also, the views on teamwork are very different 

ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦ Lƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘŜŀƳǎΦ Lƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǿƘȅ ƛǘΩǎ ǎƻ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ,45 partly 

competence.  In some countries, some error sources are not really known. Certain 

ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘ ŜǊǊƻǊΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƻǊ ǘƘŜȅ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ ǿƘȅ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜΦ LǘΩǎ ƻōǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀƴ 
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The harmonization efforts include activities such as working group meetings with survey representatives from member 

countries discussing issues concerning their specific survey. Discussion topics typically include definitions, standards and 

guidelines. Sometimes the harmonization efforts result in regulations that state, in more detail, what data should be delivered to 

Eurostat e.g., there is a number of regulations for the Harmonized Indices of Consumer Prices. The survey design, methods and 

data collection are usually left to each NSI to decide upon. The result of this is that different methods are used in a survey e.g., 

The EU Labour Force Survey (LFS) is carried out as a face-to-face survey in most countries but in some countries it is a 

telephone survey. ñWhatôs So Special About Cross-National Surveysò. Peter Lynn, Lilli Japec, and Lars Lyberg. From 

ñConducting Cross-National and Cross-Cultural Surveys:  Papers from the 2005 Meeting of the International Workshop on 

Comparative Survey Design and Implementation (CSDI)ò.  



obstacle towards standardization, but also, the cultural thing. I think in many 

ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜŘ 

away from home. I would say that surveys in Sweden are very different from 

surveys in Latin America, for instance. When it comes to dealing only non-

sampling error, then the knowledge varies and the attitude toward different kinds 

of errors vary between countries. 

Students: Are there any countries or organizations you would be less inclined to work 

with because of their lack of teamwork or management style?  

I would think that there are relatively few countries that conduct surveys 

according to the book. I would say that maybe the number of countries that have 

good and ŘŜŎŜƴǘ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘŜƴΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ 

ǎŎŀǊȅ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ Ƙƻǿ ŦŀǊ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ 

come. The sampling theory is basically accepted worldwide, but work on other 

ŜǊǊƻǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΧ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜŘ ǘo the U.S., Canada, Australia, the United 

Kingdom, New Zealand, Sweden, England, maybe Norway and Holland. I would 

ǎŀȅ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ƛǘΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƎƻΣ ǊŜŀƭƭȅΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ 

opportunities for young people in the future. It has taken some time to come to 

this point. When you look back and realize that the basic understanding of data 

collection and the generation of data, it still has a way to go before we have a 

good understanding of these things.  



A Look into the Future  

 Despite the lack of international quality standards within survey research, Dr. 

Lyberg remains optimistic that, when given the opportunity, aspiring leaders will create 

global quality practices. In addition, in considering the momentum of the worldwide 

web and numerous technological advancements within the last decade, Dr. Lyberg 

acknowledges that these developments can be beneficial for survey methodologists. For 

example, Dr. Lyberg and Dr. Groves’ research address that using a multiple-mode design 

may be advantageous in boosting response rates. From a design perspective, however, 

Dr. Lyberg recognizes that with the integration of these new tools must come attempts 

to identify their associated error.  

 

Students: You said it is a good opportunity for young people to get involved with this 

topic. Do you feel like it is relatively easy to branch out to gain 

international experience? 

 

Yes, the need for statistical data seems to be of interest because there are actors 

ƻǳǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƘƻΧ ǘƘŜȅ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǊŜǇŀŎƪage that information. It 

Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƻƴŜ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ 

ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜΦ L 

have also noticed that many marketing firms are becoming more serious than 

before. They have started to hire PhDs and that was very uncommon 10 or 15 



ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ .ǳǘ LΩǾŜ ƘŜŀǊŘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǊǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ ǎŀȅ 

that you now have to compete when it comes to quality. There was a time when 

you could compete with cost, but not anymore. Many customers ask for quality 

and adherence to standards. They want descriptions of the quality work and 

ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜŘ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ млΣ мр ȅŜŀǊǎ 

ago.  

²ŀǎƴΩǘ ƛǘ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ DƻƻƎƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƳŜ ƻǳǘ and said that statisticians are going 

to be the next best job? That caught some attention. You can do so much more 

ǿƛǘƘ Řŀǘŀ ǘƘŜǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ȅƻǳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ !ƴŘ ƛǘΩǎ 

ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭǎ ƭƛƪŜ Iŀƴǎ wƻǎƭƛƴƎ ǿƘƻ created that 

ŦƛǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜǎ ƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅǎ ŦƻǊ hŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ {ǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ƘŜΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ 

ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎƛŀƴΦ IŜΩǎ ŀ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŘƻŎǘƻǊ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴǎ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƘŀǊǘǎ 

ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǇƘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ Řŀǘŀ ŀƴŘ ǳǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŦǊƻƳ ƭƛŦŜΦ LǘΩǎ ŀƴ exciting 

topic for the future, mŀȅōŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘƛǎǘƛŎƛŀƴΣ ōǳǘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻΩǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ 

collection business. 

Recognizing that technology drives change in nearly all aspects of society, the authors 

were interested in understanding Dr. Lyberg’s opinion on the matter, particularly in the 

survey research and statistics field. 

  



Students: Since you have started working in the field, some of the greatest 

technological innovations in human history have occurred which have 

driven change in nearly all aspects of life, including statistics and survey 

research.  In your opinion, what do you think are going to be the most 

significant challenges to the industry because of the constant technological 

innovations? 

Technological innovations  LǘΩǎ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ things, but I think 

it would be very important because there will be new devices for data collection, 

for instance, and for perhaps other technological changes. The thing with the 

innovations is that once you start using something in survey research, you add a 

new error structure. If you start using the iPhone in the data collection, you have 

ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǿƘŀǘ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ŜǊǊƻǊǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǾƛŎŜΦ LǘΩǎ 

important for people in our industry to keep up with the technological innovations 

and some energy is spent on and studying these new error structures. This goes 

for every aspect for the survey process. If you start using software for open ending 

coding, for instance, you have to realize that you get a whole new error structure 

compared to manual coding. And you have to study those to be able to assess the 

ŜǊǊƻǊ ǎƛȊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘƛŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǎƻ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ Řŀȅǎ ǘƻ 

create a web questionnaire. It you go on the web, you can find five sites where 

you can create your own web questionnaire in just one hour. I mean, us 

statisticians, we have to be on top of things and try to have some impact on this 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ ōŀŘΣ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴ 

interest around all these things. But we have to keep up and make sure that these 



guys incorporate information and advice regarding the problems associated with 

ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴΦ {ƻ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘŀǇǇŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

technologies, we can really work on [intelligible ƻƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎϐ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ 

engineers.  

 

²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ώƛƴǘŜƭƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ƻƴ 

recording] services in many countries. That has to do with the new culture in 

ǊŜƎŀǊŘǎ ǘƻ ǘŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ƻǿƴŜǊǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ Ŏome to grips with this 

change. In the meantime, we have to go back to the nature of it, but there might 

ŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǘƛƳŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻǇŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ ǘŜƭŜǇƘƻƴŜ ŎŀǊŘΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ǿŜΩǊŜ ōŀŎƪ ƻƴ 

track again.       

  



Concluding Thoughts  

Based on their interaction with Dr. Lyberg, the authors of this paper have come 

to recognize leadership as something that is both innate as well as learned.  True 

aspects of leadership are gained from respecting others, collaboration, competence and 

humility.  In considering his accomplishments, it is undeniable that Dr. Lyberg 

demonstrates above and beyond these characteristics. In fact, it was Dr. Lyberg that was 

thanking the authors before the interview. However, in the opinion of the authors, in 

the end, a true leader is judged by his or her actions during a crisis point.  Dr. Lyberg’s 

actions’ during the crisis in the 1990’s exist as an example of true leadership, one that 

should be remembered.   

Students: Do you have any advice for aspiring leaders such as us in the survey research 

field? 

 

Yes, you need to have some other skills than just the professional sills when it 

ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŎƛŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ǳǎƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ. People skills are important, so 

ƛǎ ǘŜŀƳ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΦ .ŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŜǘŜƴǘ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

competent in the hands of your [intelligible on recording] it might be difficult to 

make good decisions. I think these other things are useful to learn in some way. 

LǘΩǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŜǎ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ 

clubs or things like that. I was a soccer coach for a year.  During that period of 

time, I learned a lot in dealing with people and dealing with continuous 

improvement, in a way that was very rewarding for me. My advice would be to 



not focus entirely on the science involved. You also have to learn from these other 

ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΧ.ŜƛƴƎ ŀǿŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀƴ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ ƛƴ 

ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΦ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ 

characteristics of a good leader.           

 

Afterword  

 

The authors would like to express their gratitude to Dr. Lars Lyberg for taking the time 

out of his busy schedule to speak with us.  The experience and insight gained from the 

interview is invaluable to us as aspiring leaders in the professional, especially in the 

statistics world. 

 

The interview was conducted on March 9th, 2012.  Perhaps an indicator of the globalized 

world in which we live, all three participants in the interview were in different countries 

on the day of the interview so the discussion was held via Skype.  Dr. Lyberg was in 

Stockholm, Sweden, Christina Lee in Washington, D.C. and Will Hayes in Kabul, 

Afghanistan.   
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Ȱ,ÉÓÔÅÎÉÎÇ ÔÏ /ÔÈÅÒ 0ÅÏÐÌÅȱ ɀ Arthur Kennickel  
Leadership on the Survey of Consumer Finances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For almost three decades, Arthur Kennickell has been a survey leader at the 

Federal Reserve.  During his tenure, the Survey of Consumer Finances has 

become a critical source of information on the national economy and the 

lives of the American household.  Arthurôs approach to leadership is 

predicated on absorbing the wisdom of others ïbe it staff, interviewers or 

respondents ï and focusing everyoneôs energy on the highest data quality 

possible.  He has utilized the power of listening to overcome a tremendous 

number of methodological and operational problems.  The way in which 

the survey has tackled the challenges of change and complexity provides a 

case study of how Arthur collects and synthesizes the information 

necessary to confront difficult survey challenges. 

The Survey and the Man 
In all the capacities that Arthur Kennickell has served the Federal Reserve (Fed), 

from Economist in 1984 through Assistant Director today, he has been in some way 

shaping the Survey of Consumer Finances (SCF).  In addition to bow ties and a dis-

arming sense of modesty, Arthur has brought persistent leadership to the Fed.  Through 

his leadership, the survey has confronted methodological and operational challenges of 

all sorts.  Arthurôs approach to dealing with problems of complexity and change in the 



SCF provides a window into his leadership approach and maybe instructive for future 

survey leaders.  As a component of the George Washington University certificate 

program in Survey Management and Data Analysis, the authors interviewed Arthur in the 

spring of 2012. 

 

The Survey of Consumer Finance is a critical resource in understanding some of 

the most fundamental economic questions of our day: from who owns what - to how we 

own what we own.  A sign of the SCFôs impact is its reach: from popular publications, 

such as articles on income inequality46, consumer awareness of their debt holdings47 and 

the indebtedness of younger Americans48 - to scholarly work comparing the assets of 

uninsured households to the deductibles of health plans with HSAs49 and the distribution 

of household investments50.  The survey asks respondents detailed questions about their 

financial holdings and liabilities, allowing researchers to compare income, stockholdings, 

home ownership and debt across key demographic groups.  The key work product of the 

survey is the bulletin, which reports the newest findings and crosstabs for key variables in 

the study51. 
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The surveyôs unit of analysis is the primary economic unit, or those individuals 

living together in a household.  The sample is drawn from a multistage area probability 

sample in conjunction with a supplemental list sample of wealthy individuals.  The 

triennial survey rests on almost 5000 interviews, largely conducted in person with the 

assistance of a CAPI system52.  While there have been managerial changes, the surveyôs 

methodological approach has remained largely consistent since a survey redesign in 

198953. 

 

In 1963, the Federal Reserve conducted the predecessor to the SCF, the Survey of 

Financial Characteristics of Consumers (SFCC).  In the two decades between SFCC and 

SCF, economists were left using other household surveys (SIPP, CPS, etc) to analyze the 

financial health of households.  This left researchers and policy makers, alike, with an 

incomplete picture of the American household.  While other surveys provided 

information on the median household, there were insufficient samples to document the 

entire distribution of wealth in the country.  With a significant portion of the nationôs 

wealth in the hands of a relatively small portion of the population, other surveys had 
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significant coverage issues over wealthy households54.  Similar to SFCC, SCF utilizes a 

dual frame to captures both a sufficient number of wealthier households as well as more 

typical households.  In addition, since the SCFôs primarily focus is a householdôs 

financial situation, the survey instrument specifically targets the rich detail embedded in 

any householdôs assets and liabilities.  Given the wealth of research and policy questions 

arising from the structure of household finances, the SCF has become an indispensable 

source of information.   

 

Arthur came to the SCF in the midst of the revival of the 1983 survey.  He was 

assigned the challenge of developing the survey weights, a task complicated by 

accommodating the dual sampling frame.  Before arriving at the Federal Reserve, he had 

already developed a deep appreciation for the importance of data quality and the 

underlying complexity of good measurement.  As a graduate student in economics, 

Arthur came to realize that the aggregate models of behavior that economists study were 

only as meaningful as the underlying data was robust.  As Arthur puts it, ñThe immediate 

obvious fact é was, that the things we wanted to model didnôt aggregate ï the 

relationships didnôt hold when they were aggregated é this was like the computer in the 

old science fiction movies where the smoke starts coming out the top."  This realization 

ñcaused a meltdown" for Arthur, pushing him to rethink the sort of work he had intended 

to study in graduate school.  Following this, Arthurôs work became increasingly focused 
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on statistics, survey management and measurement.  In completing his dissertation on 

savings behavior he asked the fundamental questions about the data commonly being 

used by economics ïñwhat is this stuff?ò Arthur came to believe that statistics and survey 

management provide a framework in which descriptions of aggregate behavior could be 

made.   

 

In addition to Arthur's intellectual commitment to measurement issues, he is by 

nature a deeply curious and observant person.  Noting his work as an artist he stated ñI 

am interested in observing things in other ways and I think that this mentality just carries 

through in a lot of ways.ò 

 

Collecting, assembling and interpreting a nationally representative financial 

survey presented a series of tremendous methodological and operational challenges.  

These challenges seemed so daunting that some believed that the SCF could not be 

reestablished in any way that would be meaningful.  Arthur noted that one of the 

successes of the 1983 survey was that it ñshowed that it could work when people believed 

that it couldnôt work at all.ò  Critics argued, ñthat the results would be meaningless é ï 

that the non-response problems would be so large that the results would be meaningless.ò  

Interestingly some of the challenges, which seemed the most important during different 

iterations of the survey, have been overshadowed by other challenges.  Two of the most 

important ongoing crises facing any survey, but especially a survey of this sort, are 

complexity and change.  First complexity, the financial picture of any single household 



may be immeasurably complicated with varying account types and different holdings, a 

task made yet more daunting by the challenges of correctly collecting information within 

the scope of a limited interview.  Secondly, change; over the course of Arthurôs tenure at 

the Federal Reserve the national economy has evolved in a plethora of ways.  This 

change poses a challenge for survey leaders attempting to draw trend analyses and 

ensuring that survey techniques remain relevant.  Either challenge: complexity or change, 

had the potential to erode the relevance of the SCF if not accounted for.  As a survey 

leader, Arthur has had the insight to understand and minimize both in the design and 

implementation of the survey. 

Complexity and Interviewer Intelligence 

High data accuracy in any survey is a challenge, let alone one tackling a technical 

subject matter.  The SCF faces several challenges ranging from unwilling or uninformed 

respondents to an instrument, which is not well specified for a particular observation.  

Arthur articulated the underlying challenge of complexity by stating ñany survey 

instrument, which is applied to real world situations, if it has any degree of complexity at 

all, is going to fail in some way.   It has to be the same words - There are words that 

distribution of meaning across people - the mental constructs maybe arenôt stable in the 

same way for everybody.ò  Much of the information that the SCF collects is on individual 

financial holdings, information that even a willing respondent may not be able to recount. 

Under Arthurôs leadership, the SCF has used a variety of statistical and data 

management techniques to improve data quality, but as Arthur states, ñthe interviewer is 



the front line of defense.ò  Arthur believes that ñhearing the intelligence of 

interviewerséis critically important for a complicated surveyò.  Over the years, Arthur 

has developed different techniques to take advantage of the intelligence of interviewers. 

 

First, interviewers on the SCF are highly trained to ensure that respondents are 

fully and accurately completing the survey.  ñThe interviewer is there and the interviewer 

is trained with the sense (to think) ï óWhat is the intention here?ô  And if something 

deviates enough from the intention the interviewer can try and guide the respondents-- if 

the respondent can be guided.ò  Rather than simply completing the questionnaire, the 

interviewers can circle through the survey, clarify potential errors and provide exemplary 

information.  ñIn addition to being given these structured required comments to complete, 

interviewers are trained to record comments whenever the respondent provides 

information that clarifies a reported value, where there are questions about what should 

be done in the interview, or wherever the interviewer feels additional information would 

be useful.ò 55  As Arthur elaborates, the interviewers add something more than asking 

respondents to complete self-administered questionnaires. ñAn interviewerôs decisions 

whether to follow the interview protocol, to probe ambiguous responses, to supply 

important auxiliary information, to signal to the respondent the importance of coherent 
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reporting, to support the respondentôs confidence in the confidentiality of the 

information, etc. are critical determinants of data quality
56
.ò 

 

 Rather than simply clarifying responses that are out of range, Arthur has 

developed extensive protocols to ensure that an interviewer can clarify a response in the 

least awkward way possible.  This is the first critical task that interviewers play in 

overcoming the surveyôs complexity. 

 

Secondly, Arthur has developed an array of processes for interviewers to debrief 

visits57.  SCF has been constantly adapting and improving the survey instrument by 

utilizing as much information as possible from the current surveys to inform the next.  

The SCF team reviews each interviewer note while making logic edits to determine if the 

observation should be changed58.  Beyond what comes to his attention during debriefs, 

Arthur has demonstrated a tremendous commitment to utilizing interview insights; for 

example before the advent of the CAPI system, he would sit ñwith a big pile of 

questionnaires and go through them.ò  As he states ñYou could learn a lot in that stage 

not just from the comments but from the ways that interviewers traced on the page; when 

something was the wrong phrase or in a variety of ways in which the physical layout of 

the questionnaire interacts ï the words that were being used, creating context and all this 
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ï they would end up drawing things all over the page ï and we could ask ourselves: 

óHow is this not working?ôò  Beyond capturing information on how the instrument should 

be refined, Arthur used these feedback mechanisms to gather a fuller sense of the flavor 

of the interactions taking place.  ñThere are insights into how respondents think about 

things, how interviewers are relating to questions and how maybe what we were asking 

didnôt really make any sense from the point of view of the respondents.ò  The constant 

improvement in the survey instrument has ensured that the underlying data being 

collected is increasingly consistent with the constructs survey managers are attempting to 

capture.   

 

As the survey and the world more broadly have evolved away from scribble marks 

to keystrokes, Arthur has worked to ensure that interview notes would not be lost.  In 

developing the CAPI system in 1992, Arthur made it ña number one goalé to build as 

much of this intelligence from paper into the computerized questionnaire.ò  As an 

example he notes that on ñpaper questionnaires you would sometimes have these big 

grids of things where you would ask about live examples of something.  Sometimes you 

would get into it and realize they had another [type of account] and they need to add that, 

or they didnôt really have as many as they thought, or they are really bored and they are 

not going to tell you about all of them but they are going to tell you about one of them 

and add it all together.  By drawing things on paper you could mark that ï that is harder 

to do in CAPI so we developed a framework for doing exactly that.   Itôs an 



approximation but the guiding principal behind it.ò  In doing so, Arthur preserved one of 

the strengths of paper collection while utilizing the advantage of the digital collection.   

 

In addition to the importance of interviewersô intelligence in overcoming survey 

complexity, Arthur believes that involving interviewers is critical to building team 

cohesion.  ñHow can I motivate people to do this; this impossible task; this queasy 

task.   óI donôt tell my children about my finances, why should I tell you about it?ô   óThis 

is none of the governmentôs businesses.   How do you deal with these really hostile 

experiences unless you have some personal motivation and intelligence about why you 

are there?ò  Helping to instill this sense of motivation in interviewers has a real impact on 

quality.  With interviewers committed to the surveyôs greater meaning and purpose, SCF 

leadership hopes that the interviewer will listen to the respondents with the diligence 

necessary to correctly document the case.  

 

Interviewers are given a real incentive to take data quality seriously.  New 

interviewers are required to pass an aptitude test and since 2004 all interviewers are rated 

on a quality metric.  Interviewers with higher item non-response rates are assigned a 

lower ranking and correspondingly have quality review sessions with mangers.  

According to analysis of the metric, the system has given the interviewers ña changed 

understanding of what it means to be productive59.ò  Interviewers are giving an 
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opportunity to provide feedback on NORC, the firm responsible for data collection 

through a mail survey60.   In as many ways as possible, Arthur has sought to convert his 

passion for good measurement into the teamôs passion for good measurement.  

Change and Consistency 

Since 1983, the underlying concepts that the SCF is attempting to measure have 

drastically evolved.  In addition to the advent of new financial instruments, all sorts of 

financial holdings have become much more complex.   Arthur noted that the challenge by 

stating ñwe have a fixed instrument and the world changes all around it.ò  Citing the 

example of retirement accounts he explained ñwhen we started, there were still a lot of 

defined benefit pensions; 401ks and IRAs were still a really tiny thing, it was all 

new.   So it was pretty clear to people if you had a pension with some sort of account or if 

you just had a regular old pensions.ò  Today, an individualôs retirement account may 

consist of a range of different financial instruments, falling with varying degrees into the 

instrumentôs neat definitions.  The problem of change is compounded by relatively low 

financial literacy amongst respondents.  As financial instruments become more 

complicated, it is harder for respondents to distinguish between different types of 

financial products.  ñThings like money market accounts used to be very clear, well they 

are not so clear anymore, checking accounts with varying interests rates, some of them 

are exactly like what money market accounts used to be, except with some strict number 

of transactions you are allowed to have on a money market account, they start sounding 
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very much the same, and peopleôs ability to distinguish between the two of them gets less 

and less.   So things of that sort need to be taking account of.ò  Arthurôs leadership in 

managing change provides insight into how survey managers can balance the goal of 

improving accuracy while preserving trend. 

 

In order to ensure the consistency of the constructs being measured, the SCF had 

to evolve as an instrument to match the changing world.  While change must be made 

with ñgreat reluctanceò, Arthur notes that sometimes ñthe world changes so much there 

isnôt anything that you can doò but adapt.  Arthur explains, ñYou can ask the same 

questions forever, but then in a sense the meaning changes anyway, because it is not the 

same world.ò  In order to modernize the instrument Arthur conducts a checklist of tasks: 

ñlooking closely at the data, listening to what you hear back from the interviewers and 

seeing how it lines up with the aggregate statistics and being skeptical and watching very 

closely all the time, watch all the time, always watchingò.  

 

While the instrument has changed, the SCF has attempted to remain consistent by 

ensuring that ñthe new elements could map onto the old frameworkò.  While this 

approach helps preserve researcherôs ability to compare changes in consumer financial 

health there is an underlying measurement problem.  As Arthur notes, ñThe words that 

we use are different, and we know that words make a huge amount of difference [in how 

respondents answer a question].ò  In order to account for this the team conducts careful 

pretesting and analysis to minimize this sort of non-sampling errors. 



In another important way, Arthur led his team to keep pace with a changing world.  

In the midst of the economic meltdown in 2008, Arthur devised an approach to document 

the impact of the recession on the American consumers.   ñWe hope that something like 

this would never happen again or at least that it would be very long time before 

something this horrible happened again.   Certainly we have an obligation to go out and 

try and see what has happened to peopleôs lives and use this as well as we can to 

understand the underlying mechanism.ò  This sense of obligation led Arthur and the SCF 

team to win approval from the Federal Reserve Board for a one-time re-interview of the 

2007 cross sectional survey respondents. The 2009 panel filled a gap in our 

understanding of consumer finances during the recessions; by examining how the drastic 

changes in the economy affect different economic groups different61. 

 

Obviously the advent of the financial crises did not follow a known timetable.  In 

order to successfully design and implement the panel, Arthur and his team had a limited 

3-month window62.  ñIt is like training for a marathon, you do these super long 22 mile 

runs in order so that you can run the 26 miles.  That is what it was like; it was all of the 

experience we had, to be able to pull pieces of things together really quickly.ò 
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Converting the SCF into a panel poses a series of interesting methodological 

challenges.  One of the more interesting issues that the SCF had to account for was the 

changing unit of analysis.  ñPeople get married and divorced, peopleôs kids move out, 

they move in with their parents.   What is the unit of observation; we are not tracking 

people at the person level.   So even over that period there is a substantial amount of that 

going on.ò Given that the SCF had not initially intended to re-interview the sample frame, 

and in many cases the PEU changed in the pursuant the two years, the panel survey could 

have faced a significant non-response problem.  Through a persistent and organized plan, 

the panel achieved a remarkable 89% participation rate and illustrated few correlations of 

non-response63. 
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Conclusion 

Leadership all too often is portrayed as simply inspiring others to action.  While 

recognizing the importance of moving a team forward, Arthur does not neglect the 

necessary precursor to action: listening.  ñThe really big thing is listening to other 

peopleéIt is so easy for our brains to chatter at high volume and suck up all the available 

space for reality.ò Stemming from his great modesty, Arthurôs approach to the survey is 

to listen to how others can improve the projects; be it through interviewer comments, 

respondent feedback, examining the data, or listening to the changing times.  Leadership 

in this sense does not start with the first step, but with gathering the information needed 

to decide where you are going.  ñYou have to listen to everyone and try to the extent 

possible to get everyone on the same wave length.   And, to me, that is the most 

important é [part of leadership].  And then, trying to synthesize in some way that you 

can lead people to a common point, but to me listening is far more important.ò 
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