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1.	 Introduction

The public data landscape in Bangladesh has long been a 
subject of criticism, characterized by a complex ecosystem 
where multiple government agencies generate and manage 
key public data and macroeconomic indicators, with the 
Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) playing the lead role 
as the National Statistical Organization. Persistent issues 
with data quality, accessibility, and management have raised 
significant concerns. The World Bank’s Statistical Capacity 
Indicator highlights these issues, particularly in the “Data 
Services” pillar, which assesses the quality of data products, 
online access, advisory services, and secure microdata 
access. In 2023, Bangladesh scored 61.7 in this pillar, falling 
below the South Asian average of 68.1 (World Bank 
Group, 2023).

Recent incidents have further highlighted these concerns. 
For instance, a major discrepancy in export data between 
the Export Promotion Bureau (EPB) and Bangladesh 
Bank (BB), reported in July 2024, raised alarms about the 
reliability and accuracy of official statistics (The Daily Star, 
2024). Such inconsistencies, coupled with investigative 
reports following the July Revolution of 2024, have 
uncovered allegations of data falsification and manipulation 
by the ousted Awami League government (Bonik Barta, 
2024). These revelations have significantly eroded public 
trust in the nation’s official statistics, highlighting the urgent 
need for reform. The White Paper on the State of the 
Bangladesh Economy identified “deceptive data” as a key 
tool used to sustain Bangladesh’s illusive development 
narrative, which, in turn, enabled poor economic 
management by the former government (White Paper 
Committee, 2024). This finding highlights the critical need 
to address the “data anarchy” (Bloomberg, 2024) plaguing 
the public data ecosystem to restore trust and drive 
informed policymaking.

Against this backdrop, the BRAC Institute of Governance 
and Development (BIGD), in collaboration with partner 
organizations under the Transformative Economic Policy 
Program—including the Centre for Policy Dialogue (CPD) 
and Research and Policy Integration for Development 
(RAPID)—has initiated a consultation initiative which 

focuses on understanding the public data system from 
the perspective of its users. By capturing qualitative 
insights from experienced data users, this initiative aims to 
identify key challenges and underlying issues, and propose 
actionable steps to improve the public data landscape in 
Bangladesh.

1.1.	 Scope of the Consultation Note

The consultation was initiated in response to rising 
concerns regarding the quality of publicly available data 
in Bangladesh. This note aims to explore various nuances 
of these concerns through a series of consultations with 
experts who have extensive experience working with 
public data.

Participants in the consultation included a mix of 
researchers, a bureaucrat, and a banker, based both in 
Bangladesh and abroad. The researchers provided valuable 
insights into the challenges they faced as users of public 
data, while interviews with the bureaucrat and the banker 
offered the much-needed perspective of data providers 
and their constraints in ensuring access to quality data.

It is important to note that the sensitivity of this subject 
matter posed various challenges during the consultation 
process. Some approached participants were hesitant 
to participate in the consultations, despite assurances 
of strict confidentiality and anonymity. As a result, only a 
limited number of individuals within our network who 
have experience working with economic and social 
data were willing to participate in the discussion on this 
topic. Moreover, attempts to reach out to respondents 
from various agencies, ministries, and their respective 
departments were largely unsuccessful, and only two 
representatives from data-providing agencies agreed to 
be interviewed. These challenges limited our ability to 
gather insights into domain- or institution-specific problems 
within the public data landscape and extended the overall 
timeline of the consultation.
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1.2.	 Consultation Design

The purpose of the consultation is to understand the 
current state of public data in Bangladesh. Therefore, this 
consultation explores the following questions:

1.	 What are the existing problems regarding public data 
in Bangladesh?

2.	 What are the underlying reasons behind these 
problems?

3.	 What are the probable solutions to address these 
challenges?

To achieve this objective, the consultation has been designed in the following four steps:

Step 1.

This step involved a series of consultations with 
experts and the preparation of a draft note based on 
the consultations. The consultations consisted of eight 
key informant interviews (KIIs) and one focus group 
discussion (FGD), conducted in the aftermath of the July 
Revolution, from 17 September 2024 to 30 October 2024. 
Participants were selected based on their experience and 
familiarity with the public data system in Bangladesh. A set 
of structured open-ended questions was used to guide 
the discussions, focusing on challenges, underlying causes, 
and potential solutions to address the identified pain 
points. Interviews were recorded and transcribed following 
standard ethical guidelines.

The interview transcripts were analyzed and manually 
coded to generate themes. Based on the analysis, a 
draft consultation note was prepared, incorporating the 
emerging themes and recommendations.

Step 2.

Next, a consultation workshop was organized with public 
data users and experts from renowned think tanks in the 
country. The workshop aimed to validate the findings from 
the consultations, strengthen the recommendations that 
emerged from the initial discussions, and formulate an 
agreed action plan. A presentation on the initial findings 
was followed by a group exercise in which participants 

brainstormed actionable recommendations and presented 
them to the audience. The workshop concluded with key 
stakeholders agreeing to collaborate as a consortium on 
the agreed steps and ways forward.

Step 3.

Following the workshop, the consultation note was revised 
and finalized, incorporating the recommendations and 
feedback from the consultation workshop. The final note 
will be disseminated for greater reach and advocacy on 
the issue of public data, after incorporating any further 
observations from workshop participants.

Step 4.

An action plan will be developed in consultation with the 
consortium partners, based on the agreed steps devised 
during the consultation workshop.
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2.	 Findings

This section presents the main findings from the 
consultations, categorized into three subsections. First, 
we highlight the challenges of public data in Bangladesh, 
focusing on data quality, access and transparency, timeliness, 
and data gaps. The second subsection outlines the 
underlying causes of these challenges as identified during 
the consultations. Finally, in the third subsection, we present 
the recommendations and primary action plans that 
emerged from Steps 1 and 2 of our consultation design.

2.1.	 Challenges of Public Data in 
Bangladesh

Four overarching challenges emerged from the 
consultations: access and transparency, quality of data, 
absence of data in critical areas, and timeliness of data. 
The themes associated with each challenge are elaborated 
below, reflecting various structural and procedural barriers 
within the country’s data systems, as experienced by users.

2.1.1.	   Access and Transparency

Access to public data in Bangladesh is fraught with 
challenges, as reported by respondents. These challenges 
include complex procedures and bureaucratic hurdles 
in obtaining public and special data, the absence of 
standardized formats for publishing data, non-disclosure of 
methodologies, and the lack of an interactive data platform.

i. Perception of public datasets as inaccessible

The perception that public data in Bangladesh is not open 
stems from contrasting viewpoints between data users and 
providers. Data users reported facing obstacles such as 
complex bureaucratic processes and reliance on personal 
connections to collect data, whereas data providers argued 
that data could be accessed through formal channels, 
subject to due approvals.

Data users described the system as exclusionary, favouring 
individuals with established networks.

It’s all based on networks… A student or young 

scholar who hasn’t built any connections is at a 

disadvantage. They are unable to access the data, 

and even if they do, they are often told to meet 

with the governor. If someone has to meet the 

governor just to access a small piece of data, it 

becomes practically impossible.

This lack of accessibility has broader implications for 
accountability. Participants argued that data generated 
using public funds should be freely accessible, particularly 
statistics related to the country’s economy. A respondent 
emphasized,

The data on which the Government of 

Bangladesh spends public money…can be 

considered as public data. And it is the state’s 

responsibility to ensure access. This data should 

be made open for everyone as a part of that 

accountability.

On the other hand, when asked about the procedures for 
sharing data with users, the data provider emphasized that 
data could be accessed by anyone, provided the request 
is submitted through official channels and approved by 
relevant authorities. He also mentioned that the approval 
processes include verifying confidentiality agreements and 
assessing whether any sensitive information related to the 
respective department might be disclosed:

If an end-user connects with the Bangladesh 

Bank’s media centre, our department can 

personally email them. For example, if someone 

from the CPD calls and this call reaches me via 

the Deputy Governor, I can then work to send 

[the data] to them via email or other platforms. 

If our spokesperson gives permission, I can 

provide you with the data if you want it. Even if 

it is confidential, if they think you need this data 
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and you’re a justified user, then they’ll send it 

to you. Otherwise, there would be no research. 

If we don’t provide the data, then any research 

or output can’t be counterchecked elsewhere. 

We actually provide data in many cases, but it’s 

based upon permission.

Moreover, the data provider highlighted the risks posed by 
unauthorized or informal access, particularly when data is 
misrepresented in reports due to a lack of context:

Sometimes data is taken without permission, 

and we call it unauthorized access when data 

is taken without [official] permission or via a 

personal channel. It happens, for instance, that 

a journalist might come to a desk, and if the 

designated officer is not on that desk, they 

may take a photo [of data] and create a report 

based on it. But the photo they took might be 

incomplete or taken out of context, as there 

could have been counter data or backup data 

against it. Instead of knowing the full context 

of the data, they focus on a small portion they 

took a picture of, and as a result, the report 

published based on that was not accurate. So 

based on that newspaper report, a specific 

bank or financial institution was labelled as 

problematic, but later, when we analyze the data, 

we find that the drastic changes being reported 

had only occurred in the last 1 or 2 months. 

However, that was not a persistent problem of 

that bank, as implied in the report.

ii.	 Data scattered across multiple platforms with complex 

access processes

Public data in Bangladesh is scattered across various 
websites hosted by multiple government agencies, making 
it difficult for users to access and locate the data they 
need. This issue is reflected in the country’s statistical 
performance indicator, where Bangladesh scored only 0.3 
out of 1 in 2023 for online access to data (World Bank 
Group, 2023). The indicator evaluated how effectively 
data was made available online in machine-readable and 
non-proprietary formats, was downloadable, and included 
accompanying metadata. A respondent noted that many 

agencies still rely on hard copies for disseminating their 
reports, contributing to the country’s low score in the 
online access indicator:

You won’t find any reports from the 

Parliamentary Standing Committee online. You 

won’t even find the quarterly report that the 

Finance Minister is supposed to present in the 

Parliament on any online platforms. Many of 

these reports are still found in hard copy. We 

are still confined to hard copies.

To improve online access, a data portal was launched in 
2016 under an Open Government Data (OGD) initiative 
which was led jointly by the Prime Minister’s Office, 
Cabinet Division, Bangladesh Computer Council, BBS, 
and the Statistics and Informatics Division. However, a KII 
respondent criticized the portal’s effectiveness, citing that 
most of the datasets published were either outdated or 
incomplete:

I have seen that the database contains data from 

a long time ago. For example, the GDP data I 

found covers the period from 2007 to 2017. In 

2024, this data is essentially of no use. The main 

issue here is that the data is outdated. Secondly, 

the database is not interactive, which makes it 

harder to use effectively.

Moreover, the absence of support services for accessing 
microdata complicates the process further. Researchers 
expressed frustration, highlighting that accessing microdata 
often requires a physical presence to request the data. For 
researchers working across multiple domains, this involves 
navigating several agencies and their online platforms, 
making the process cumbersome. Even when microdata 
is obtained, it often fails to meet the specific requirements 
of the researchers. The User Satisfaction Survey 2024, 
conducted by the Bangladesh Institute of Development 
Studies (BIDS), corroborates these findings. It revealed that 
only 37.74% of respondents were aware of BBS microdata, 
and among them, 80.12% stated that the available 
microdata was insufficient to meet their needs (Yunus et 
al., 2024). One participant expressed his dissatisfaction 
with the current system, explaining that they would rather 
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access the required data from an international database 
such as IPUMS than from BBS:

To access census data, there are two sources: 

you can either go to BBS or use the data 

collected by a Minnesota-based data hub called 

IPUMS. They collect census data from all around 

the world, making it much easier to access 

data through them rather than going through 

Bangladesh’s system. If you want to collect data 

from the census, you might need a specific 

sample, and they won’t provide all the data. So, 

if you want to draw a second sample, it’s very 

difficult in Bangladesh—almost impossible to 

obtain it. And the main challenge is that you 

would have to go physically to collect that data, 

as they will not provide it digitally.

iii.	Data is not available in standardized formats

Data users highlighted the absence of standardized formats 
for publicly shared documents. Often, data is available only 
in print, non-machine-readable formats, or inconsistent 
formats, making it difficult for users to utilize the data 
effectively. One respondent specifically highlighted the 
Bangladesh Economic Review published by the Ministry of 
Finance as an example of this challenge: 

If you try to download this document, you’ll see 

that it is divided into chapter-wise sections. You 

have to download four separate files individually, 

as there isn’t a single consolidated document 

available as one PDF file. Moreover, when a PDF 

file of that size is made available on the site for 

download, it often becomes an issue as it is not 

user-friendly.

On the other side, data providers noted the challenge 
of standardization during data collection. Respondents 
reported that financial institutions submitting data to 
Bangladesh Bank often fail to adhere to the prescribed 
templates or formats. Instead, they send data in their own 
formats, share only hard copies without complementary 
soft copies, or provide corrupted files. This results in 
significant additional work for Bangladesh Bank, which must 
manually correct formats or enter the data anew. The data 

provider expressed his struggles in managing collected data:

Another challenge is that they provide the data 

correctly, but not in our required format. They 

might send it in their own format, or the format 

can’t be opened in the email. Sometimes they 

maintain it in Excel, but it’s password-protected, 

or they haven’t actually sent it via email and 

instead, they’ve sent a hard copy.

iv.	Lack of transparency regarding data collection methodology

Participants in the KIIs frequently raised concerns about 
the validity of the methodologies used to generate data. 
Agencies often form committees comprising renowned 
statisticians and economists to verify their methodologies. 
However, respondents reported that committee 
members frequently identified methodological errors 
in the data collection and cleaning processes. Moreover, 
committee members rarely received clear explanations 
for why specific methodologies were selected. This lack 
of transparency raises questions about the validity of 
the research and hampers researchers’ ability to work 
effectively with the data. The unwillingness to disclose 
methodologies for national estimates further compounds 
these challenges.

Those who work with statistics have their 

own methods of verification… However, 

from my experience working with the system, 

I observe that due to the lack of a proper 

system, it is unclear whether these checks are 

being conducted properly or professionally, 

and to what extent they are being done. These 

processes are subject to serious questions.

v.	 Limited accessibility of special data despite proper 

procedures

KIIs revealed that certain organizations and ministries 
in Bangladesh possess valuable datasets categorized as 
“special data.” For instance, the Department of Agricultural 
Marketing (DAM) maintains district- and upazila-level data 
on agricultural production and pricing, which are often not 
disclosed publicly. Accessing such data could provide crucial  
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insights for researchers. One respondent mentioned: 

Some organizations, such as the Department 

of Agricultural Marketing (DAM), collect 

high-quality data. They gather information on 

agricultural production, prices, and other related 

aspects, which are considered special data. They 

have data on production and pricing at every 

district and upazila level. However, accessing 

this data becomes problematic. If you are not 

well-known to them, they may be reluctant 

to provide it. Even if they do, the process of 

obtaining it is complicated, as you often need 

to physically go there and copy it from their 

website. I believe these organizations should be 

identified and their processes streamlined.

2.1.2.	  Data Quality

The presence of inaccuracies, inconsistencies, and 
fabricated information in publicly available data in 
Bangladesh has drawn criticism about the quality of 
the data. These issues raise serious questions about the 
reliability and usefulness of the available data.

i.	 Inaccuracies, errors, and mismatches in public data

Instances of gross errors in key datasets, such as those 
in social protection data, were identified, with some 
respondents reporting misclassifications and basic 
inaccuracies. These errors significantly erode trust in the 
quality of the available data. One respondent highlighted:
 

The level of errors in the data we collect is not 

professional. Although institutions like the World 

Bank finance these projects, it’s not possible for 

them to look into every minute detail. Because 

if you look at social protection and distribution 

based on age, you’ll find that even 2-year-olds 

are receiving social protection. If you work on 

gender, you’ll find errors like two men being 

recorded as women and vice versa. These errors 

erode trust in the data.

Several respondents cited a recent incident involving the 
Central Bank discovering egregious statistical wrongdoings 
in export data reported by the National Board of Revenue 

(NBR) and the Export Promotion Bureau (EPB). These 
statistical wrongdoings resulted in a significant discrepancy 
of USD 13.8 billion in reported export incomes (Khatun, 
2024). There is a clear lack of coordination between these 
agencies, which has resulted in such an egregious mismatch 
in a key macroeconomic indicator that provides insights 
into the nation’s economic health.

Additionally, the lack of a government directive on which 
dataset to prioritize exacerbates the problem. Key public 
data is often reported by multiple agencies using different 
methodologies, with no clear directive on which dataset 
should be used for specific purposes. This inconsistency 
hampers research and policymaking, as analyses may differ 
substantially depending on the dataset used. Considering 
the presence of the discrepancies, a participant urged the 
need for the government directive to address this issue:

The Ministry of Finance reports the data and 

publishes the economic review, but when we 

compare the data from the ministry with the 

data from BBS, we find discrepancies. Therefore, 

the government should clearly define which data 

should be used in which cases.

A troubling consequence of inaccurate or inflated statistics 
is the risk of poorly informed policy decisions, which can 
negatively affect the economy. One respondent mentioned:

The important issue is that policy is being made 

based on the perception [that the export sector 

is performing well]. If the sector is assumed to 

be thriving, it might be thought that incentives 

can be reduced. This is the basis on which the 

government is making decisions. According 

to Bangladesh Bank’s data, there is a negative 

growth of 7-8%, while the EPB shows a 10% 

growth. Now, when you combine these two 

figures, there is a 17% gap, which is significant. 

Based on this 17% gap, the government’s policies 

are being made, and this is actually creating a 

negative impact.



 7   

ii.	 Manipulation of economic data to project a favourable 

image of the country’s economic health

Respondents also raised concerns about the manipulation 
of economic data to project a favourable image of 
Bangladesh’s economic health. These manipulations 
included both overestimations and underestimations of key 
indicators. Underreporting of inflation rates was noted as 
a frequent issue to mask underlying economic challenges. 
While this approach might temporarily boost investor 
confidence, it ultimately erodes trust and damages the 
quality of research and policymaking. When we asked the 
data providers about the reason behind such manipulation, 
a participant mentioned:

One thing that can happen is that senior officials 

have teamed up with the government and taken 

the opportunity to manipulate data, perhaps 

to make the economic progress seem more 

positive. For example, we may want to show 

positive financial disclosures to the World Bank 

and IMF so that our loans from them are not 

dropped. Perhaps inflation is shown to be 13%, 

but in reality, it is likely 15%. Such a high inflation 

rate may discourage foreign investment. In cases 

like this, senior officials, ministers, etc. may 

consult and decide to show different data, for 

the nation’s interest.

2.1.3.	  Absence of Crucial Data

The absence of data in many critical areas has been 
identified as a significant constraint to producing quality 
research. A lack of panel data and the absence of data 
on many key indicators emerged as two key limitations, 
undermining the potential for new research and policy 
development.

i.	 Lack of panel data

There is a dearth of panel data in Bangladesh, which has 
hindered research and analysis for a long time. While some 
research institutes have their own panel data, such datasets 
are not nationally representative, creating a gap in research 
that relies on panel data. A respondent mentioned how the 
dearth of panel data creates challenges for the researchers:

 

We don’t have any panel data. If we want to 

estimate poverty or monitor something related 

to poverty, we rely on cross-sectional data. 

However, to monitor something like this, we 

should actually have nationally representative 

panel data.

Without panel data, researchers generally struggle to 
analyze the changes over time. As a result, they often 
have to rely on cross-sectional data and miss observing 
evolving patterns, behaviours, and trends, which are crucial 
for understanding real dynamics. For instance, while 
the government conducts surveys focused on specific 
households to gather data, it does not follow up with those 
same households over time, thereby failing to capture the 
actual changes and behaviours within them.

ii.	 Absence of data on emerging areas

The absence of data in new and emerging areas was a 
recurring concern in the KIIs. There is a significant dearth 
of data in many new domains of research. Participants 
emphasized that data collection should align with a 
development perspective to help researchers assess the 
country’s progress. Despite advances in gathering data on 
various Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicators in 
recent years, participants reported persistent gaps in many 
areas. A respondent highlighted a specific challenge: 

We worked on a project related to the blue 

economy. We visited various places, but many 

did not have any data or information on the 

blue economy, no statistics at all. We even spoke 

with the Department of Oceanography but 

could not find the required data as the data is 

extremely limited in this area. Even with regard 

to the 17 SDGs and the 231 indicators, there 

are significant data gaps for Bangladesh in many 

cases.

2.1.4.	  Timeliness 

Respondents reported that many publicly available datasets 
on various important national indicators in Bangladesh are 
either outdated or not updated on a regular basis.
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i.	 Lack of timely and regular updates to official statistics

A significant issue raised during consultations was the time 
lag in providing data. This delay has become so prevalent 
that researchers are forced to use outdated data in 
their work, resulting in research outcomes that often fail 
to reflect the true economic reality. As a result, studies 
based on outdated data struggle to gain credibility and 
recognition in the international research community, as 
evidenced by fewer citations. According to a respondent, 
this issue has become a serious challenge for the 
researchers:

The time lag in obtaining data is, I would say, a 

serious challenge because when data from 2022 

is available in 2024, there’s no use for it. The 

major issue in Bangladesh is the inconsistency 

in the intervals of data. We cannot maintain the 

same interval for data collection, which has now 

become a serious problem.

Data providers reported several challenges related to 
timeliness. First, reporting institutions often miss deadlines 
for data submission, which delays the release of reports 
by Bangladesh Bank. Second, submitted data frequently 
lacks adherence to prescribed formats or is provided 
only in hard copies, leading to time-consuming manual 
reconciliation and correction processes. Third, capacity 
constraints were identified as a key factor contributing to 
inefficiencies in data management and report generation.

With improved technical skills, I would have 

been able to provide better services. For 

example, it usually takes one month for me to 

provide the disclosure for the previous month. 

But with proper training and IT expertise, I 

would have been able to provide the same 

output in seven days.

ii.	 Macroeconomic data not updated at required intervals

In Bangladesh, data on major macroeconomic indicators 
is published annually. However, data users mentioned 
the need for more frequent updates, such as monthly or 
quarterly releases. While annual data is valuable for certain 
research studies, it limits researchers’ ability to evaluate 
short-term fluctuations and conduct detailed econometric 

analyses. Except for a few macroeconomic variables, 
agencies do not provide quarterly updates for many 
important macroeconomic indicators, restricting the scope 
of research requiring such datasets. 

2.2.	 Underlying Issues Leading to Public 
Data Challenges

The public data landscape in Bangladesh faces numerous 
systemic challenges that undermine its effectiveness and 
reliability. These issues stem from structural, procedural, 
and institutional shortcomings within data-generating and 
managing agencies. This section explores key underlying 
issues identified during consultations, including dependency 
on outdated methodologies, lack of a clear definition of 
public data, absence of accountability, limited demand for 
high-quality data from policymakers, a tendency among 
bureaucrats to withhold data, inadequate institutional 
capacity, and outdated legislative frameworks.

2.2.1.	  Dependency on Outdated Methodologies

Many agencies continue to rely on outdated 
methodologies, resulting in poor outcomes, inaccurate 
estimations, and flawed decision-making processes. 
Key informants emphasized that this dependency 
on old methodologies severely impacts data quality. 
Methodological updates often occur in an ad hoc manner, 
typically driven by external pressure from international 
agencies, rather than through a systematic process, as 
reported by our respondents. A respondent highlighted: 

Regarding the base year [for calculating CPI], I 

believe it was set to 2005–06, which remained 

the base year for around 10 or 12 years. After 

much discussion and deliberation, the base year 

was eventually updated to 2015–16. The issue 

lies in establishing a systematic approach for 

determining when and how the base year should 

be changed. At times, changes in methodologies 

are made when the demand for change comes 

from some individuals or entities. It is important 

to formalize this process and bring it into a 

systematic framework. We must realize that data 

is an important issue and forms the basis of our 

policymaking.
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2.2.2.	  Lack of Clear Definition of Public Data 

There is no defined scope for public data in Bangladesh. A 
respondent identified the absence of any nationally agreed-
upon definition of public data as one of the primary issues, 
which causes many of the challenges related to accessing 
the data:

So, the first problem is that we haven’t been 

able to agree on what exactly we mean by 

public data and how extensive it should actually 

be. If you want to define this, then a definition 

of public data can be the data collected through 

regular data collection activities, generated by 

public agencies, and funded either by taxpayers’ 

money or the development budget. For example, 

in Bangladesh, many government hospitals have 

patient data, which is generated with public 

funds and therefore can be called public data. 

But the question arises: should we call this 

public data, and how should this data be shared? 

Therefore, I think the lack of clarity on what we 

mean by public data is a constraint on the use of 

public data.

2.2.3.	  Absence of Accountability

The lack of accountability in data-generating agencies in 
Bangladesh is a significant issue and is considered one 
of the major reasons behind these agencies’ failure to 
ensure quality data and equitable access. Consultations 
revealed that the lack of transparency in methodology, 
refusal to take responsibility for errors, and unwillingness 
to be answerable collectively contribute to the diminishing 
accountability in these agencies. A participant shared a 
troubling experience of collecting data from one of the 
country’s statistical agencies:

In our research project, we planned to 

analyze the overall performance of schools 

in Bangladesh’s education sector using data 

from BANBEIS. We wanted to examine the 

enrollment data of schools, such as the number 

of teachers receiving payments under the 

MPO scheme, pass rates, available facilities, and 

teacher attendance rates. However, when we 

managed to obtain the data after considerable 

effort, we found that most of the rows and 

columns were missing. In other words, the data 

was almost nonexistent. The available data was 

questionable. For example, there are 40,000 

secondary schools in Bangladesh, but we could 

utilize data from 300 schools only. The other 

data we found was highly sporadic, with missing 

columns, and there was no indication of when 

the data was last updated. When we questioned 

them about the missing data, we found that 

there was no support system in place. There 

was no one to take responsibility, answer 

questions with a sense of accountability, or 

assist us in our research.

One of the respondents mentioned that this significant 
decline in accountability has occurred over the years 
due to political interference. Politically appointed staff 
often undermine the chain of command by neglecting 
their responsibilities or disregarding senior officials, which 
impacts accountability.

There was a time when there was accountability. 

If I were the Head of the Department, and 

those under me were politically appointed, 

I would find it difficult to manage them. We 

lost the accountability because of this kind of 

interference.

2.2.4.	 Low Demand for High-Quality Data from 
Policymakers

Respondents reported that policymakers in Bangladesh 
rarely demand high-quality data for policy formulation, 
leading to ineffective policy decisions. If policymaking 
were driven by data, there would be a stronger demand 
for rigorous, high-quality, and timely data from the top, 
compelling agencies to meet these demands. A participant 
identified the absence of data-driven policymaking as a 
fundamental problem:

So, they need to take data seriously. The 

fundamental problem is we don’t have any 

data-driven policymaking system. We base our 

policy not necessarily on data but on other 

considerations. So, that is the main problem. If 

policymakers start demanding good data, there 

wouldn’t be any problems.
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2.2.5.	 Tendency to Hide Data

A longstanding tendency to withhold public data has been 
observed among data-generating and publishing agencies. 
Respondents suggested three potential reasons why the 
government may withhold data: first, decisions made by 
the government may not align with the data and facts, 
making the government reluctant to share the data publicly. 
Second, the individuals involved in data collection, analysis, 
and reporting may lack the necessary skills to ensure data 
quality, prompting them to hide the data. Third, a culture 
of denying access to public data has been noted among 
bureaucrats in data-generating agencies.Incidents of asking 
for payment or bribes in exchange for data have also been 
reported. A participant alleged during consultations that 
bureaucrats frequently deny access to data without valid 
reasons: 

So, they don’t have the basic understanding 

that publicly funded data cannot be denied to 

a researcher by a bureaucrat without any valid 

reason. I should be able to access it. Bureaucrats 

have no right to do that [hiding data], but they 

are constantly doing it. They use their discretion 

to decide who gets the data and who doesn’t.

2.2.6.	 Inadequate Institutional, Technical, and 
Systems Capacity 

Two issues were highlighted in the KIIs while discussing the 
reason for inadequate institutional, technical, and systems 
capacity: the lack of data experts in key positions and the 
shortage of a skilled workforce.

i.	 Lack of data experts in key positions

Agencies responsible for generating data often lack data 
experts in key decision-making roles, directly affecting the 
quality and reliability of the data produced. Respondents 
noted that individuals overseeing data governance 
frequently exhibit weaknesses in critical areas such as data 
collection, handling, and cleaning. Even when technical 
experts occupy key roles, organizational hierarchies and 
power dynamics often constrain their decision-making 
authority.

One respondent elaborated on this issue:

There are two skill sets at play here, right? One 

is administration, and another is statistics. The 

technical decisions should be made by subject-

matter experts. Organizational decision-making 

needs to be done by trained administrators, 

whether from the administrative cadre or 

whatever, which makes perfect sense. But we 

need to work on deconstructing this tendency 

to concentrate power. Essentially, the Secretary, 

who sits two steps above the Director General 

(DG), is housed in the same building. So, the 

DG, who is meant to be the technical expert, 

has very little say over statistical matters. That’s 

the practicality of it. For example, you might see 

decisions like, ‘Why so many questions in this 

survey? Reduce the questions.’ These kinds of 

things happen.

ii.	 Shortage of a skilled and technical workforce

Respondents reported major issues with the institutional 
capacity of data-providing agencies in managing large 
surveys and creating reliable databases. For instance, while 
the BBS conducts large surveys, respondents questioned 
its capacity due to frequent errors and delays in data. 
Similarly, other data-producing agencies in Bangladesh 
were reported to lack the capacity to manage and analyze 
data effectively. A respondent mentioned unfinished data 
initiatives, attributing delays to inadequate institutional 
capacity, although the root cause remains uncertain:

BBS was supposed to create a national 

household database, and they interviewed 3.5 

million households, but they have not been 

able to release this data. The interviews were 

conducted in 2017 or 2018, and now, after 

seven or eight years, they still haven’t released 

it. This means that the data was not collected 

properly in the first place. However, they have 

not been able to release it or are unable to 

release it because there are many issues with 

the data. The question here is whether BBS 

has the institutional capacity to manage such a 

large dataset, conduct interviews, bring in the 
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data, and release it. This is an issue not only for 

BBS but also for many other organizations that 

produce data.

2.2.7.	 Existing Acts Hindering Access to Data

The Official Secrets Act, 1923 imposes significant barriers 
to accessing data, creating challenges for researchers 
seeking information for government projects. Such Acts 
undermine efforts to make public data widely accessible. A 
respondent mentioned how this particular act hinders his 
access to data:

This is a government document, and there 

should be no problems in providing information 

about the percentage of project implementation 

or where it is being implemented. However, 

they refer to something called the Data Secrecy 

Act [The Official Secrets Act, 1923] while 

denying access, and they use this to say that the 

simple information about the project cannot be 

provided because of this Act and this document 

is secret.

Criticisms of the Right to Information Act also surfaced 
extensively during the consultations. While the Act 
mandates the appointment of a Designated Officer 

(DO) and an Alternate Designated Officer (ADO) in 
every public authority to respond to public information 
requests within a stipulated timeframe (Islam et al., 2022), 
participants expressed dissatisfaction with the outdated 
system in place. A respondent expressed how the 
outdated practices increase the complexity of accessing 
datasets despite the Right to Information Act being in 
place:

There is supposed to be access to information 

in Bangladesh, or a Right to Information Act, 

which gives every citizen the right to access 

data from ministries. Then there should be an 

assigned officer who handles any data-related 

inquiries. We are in the 21st century, yet the 

system still operates like the British system 

despite having this Act in place. I’ve often been 

told that I need to come physically and speak 

to the authorities. They ask me to explain my 

project. But I’m not in that state anymore; 

I don’t even live in the country. There is no 

assigned officer for me who will prepare the 

data and hand it over, or provide any necessary 

support.
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3.	 Recommendations

The section outlines the recommendations derived from 
both the initial consultations with data users and the 
following consultation workshop. These recommendations 
are grouped into six distinct blocks: (i) create demand 
for data at the policy-making level; (ii) define the scope 
of public, special, and confidential data with specific 
processes for access; (iii) identify key data that need timely, 
quarterly, and annual updates; (iv) review management and 
performance assessment; (v) review, update, and disclose 
methodologies; and (vi) develop a data portal. Each block 

includes proposals and actionable items contributed by 
participants and stakeholders.

We categorized these blocks into three steps to show 
the flow of the implementations. While these steps are 
interlinked, implementing the first step is crucial as it 
lays the foundation for subsequent steps. The following 
framework illustrates the process for ensuring an 
integrated data landscape based on the recommendations:

3.1.	 Block 1: Create Demand for Data at 
the Policy-Making Level

Participants recommended that the government 
incorporate a mechanism at the highest level to mandate 
and utilize data for policy-making. While adopting such a 
mechanism requires significant effort, its success hinges on 
both the government’s willingness and the capacity of data-
generating agencies. Actionable recommendations from the 
consultation workshop included the following:

	� The government should take the necessary steps to 
guarantee freedom of expression. Participants noted 
that freedom of expression would empower data 
users to question the government without fear of 
repercussions or legal consequences, thereby enhancing 
accountability. This freedom is expected to encourage 
data users and journalists to raise concerns about data 

quality and advocate for improvements in the data 
landscape without fear of reprisal. Ideally, this would 
compel the government to be more conscious of 
the data it generates and uses for policy formulation, 
knowing its actions will be scrutinized.

Participants proposed repealing controversial laws 
such as the Digital Security Act (DSA) 2018 and Cyber 
Security Act (CSA) 2023. These laws have reportedly 
been used to suppress online freedom of expression 
and create a culture of fear (Riaz, 2021). 

Other suggestions include journalists’ training in basic 
data interpretation to prevent misrepresentation of 
data in print and social media. In addition, organizations 
working with data should be given the right to disclose 
any discrepancies or errors they find in public data.
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3.2.	 Block 2: Define the Scope of Public, 
Special, and Confidential Data

The absence of clear definitions for public, special, and 
confidential data creates confusion for both data providers 
and users regarding access. To address this, the following 
recommendations were made:

	� The scope of public, special, and confidential data 
must be clearly defined to avoid confusion and ensure 
equitable access. The government should integrate 
these definitions into data governance rules, regulations, 
and laws. Defining special data should be the first step 
in this process, as it will subsequently clarify the scope 
of public data. Moreover, Acts such as the Official 
Secrets Act 1923 should be revised to reflect the 
current nature and requirements of data. 

	� Ministries and relevant departments should make 
project-specific information—such as progress, budgets, 
and target areas—more accessible. International 
standards classify such data as public, and therefore, 
ministries in Bangladesh should not complicate access 
by designating it as confidential or special data.

	� Consortium partners (BIGD, RAPID, and CPD) can 
collaborate to advocate for access to project-specific 
datasets. They can also identify other crucial datasets 
that are difficult to access. The consortium can then 
engage with relevant agencies and ministries, navigating 
necessary legal procedures to obtain these datasets.

	� Data-generating agencies, ministries, and relevant 
departments should publish their rules and procedures 
for accessing public and special data. These should be 
clearly documented in their rulebooks or displayed 
on official websites, allowing users to access data by 
following established protocols.

3.3.	 Block 3: Identify Key Data That 
Need Timely Updates

All respondents unanimously recommended that publicly 
available data should be updated at regular intervals. 
Additional recommendations to ensure timely data 
updates include:

	� Policymakers, research organizations, and researchers 
should collaborate to advocate for the timely release 
of public data. Given the challenges faced by these 
groups due to delays, an advocacy campaign can be 
designed to communicate the importance of timely 
data to the government. Research organizations can 
collaboratively advocate for this change.

	� A chapter on data governance and improvement 
areas for data quality and access should be included in 
government planning documents, such as the Five-Year 
Plan. Moreover, an independent evaluation committee 
should ensure that these plans are implemented. One 
participant suggested that the inclusion of a chapter 
on data governance in the Five-Year Plan could be 
proposed through the White Paper Committee.

	� Relevant ministries should adhere to strict timelines 
for publishing public data on their online platforms. 
For instance, the Ministry of Finance should publish 
monthly fiscal reports and macroeconomic updates 
within three months, following international best 
practices.

	� The release of national-level surveys should follow 
strict intervals. For instance, important datasets like the 
Household Income and Expenditure Survey (HIES) 
should be published within six to nine months after 
data collection

	� Macroeconomic data should be updated quarterly or 
monthly, consistent with international standards. The 
processes of data collection, collation, and publishing 
should be reviewed and streamlined for more efficient 
and timely delivery.

	� The consortium can prepare a list of data types that 
need to be made public, along with the names of the 
agencies responsible for generating them. Following 
this, an action plan with a detailed budget should be 
developed to ensure access to the identified datasets.

3.4.	 Block 4: Review Management and 
Performance Assessment

The absence of accountability was identified as a key 
factor contributing to the poor performance of agencies 
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in ensuring data quality. Participants proposed several 
reforms to establish and improve accountability, primarily 
focusing on structural and operational changes within data-
generating agencies. These recommendations include:

	� Agencies should establish teams of experts in key 
positions with clearly defined mandates for each 
department. Detailed job responsibilities for each role 
would facilitate accountability. Annual Confidential 
Report (ACR) could be used as a tool to track their 
progress and ensure accountability.

	� Agencies should adopt merit-based recruitment 
systems and performance-based promotions. For this 
to happen, BBS should be granted the legal right to 
operate as an autonomous agency, free from external 
influence. Autonomy would allow agencies to change 
their recruitment systems to attract and hire highly 
skilled professionals with expertise in areas such as 
data analysis, data security, and database management. 
Moreover, the budget of BBS should be increased so 
that it can carry on suggested reforms.

	� Agencies should establish systems to record and 
address grievances systematically. Proper maintenance 
of grievance redress mechanisms is essential for 
ensuring accountability. Agencies should record all the 
complaints and process them in an organized manner.

	� Agencies should follow a framework or guideline 
to avoid coordination failures. This framework 
would act as a rulebook to eliminate redundancy, 
ensure synchronization, and facilitate collaboration 
opportunities. Such a framework would likely prevent 
discrepancies seen in, for instance, the export figures 
due to coordination failures.

	� An independent data & evidence commission should be 
established to ensure the autonomy of data-generating 
agencies. The commission can observe and evaluate the 
agencies based on criteria such as data quality, integrity, 
coordination, access, and timeliness. The consortium 
could develop a framework outlining the structure 
and activities of such a commission by analyzing similar 
models of independent data agencies in developed 
countries.

3.5.	 Block 5: Review, Update, and 
Disclose Methodologies

Previous sections discussed how the involvement of 
multiple agencies in generating similar datasets and the use 
of outdated methodologies for new research have caused 
errors and confusion. To address these issues, consultants 
proposed the following recommendations for improving 
research and data collection methodologies in the country:

	� To address existing errors in data, methodologies 
should be reviewed through a systematic process to 
identify and address underlying causes. Participants 
believe that such reviews will significantly improve the 
quality of methodologies used in data collection.

	� Given the lack of panel data in Bangladesh, large-
scale surveys should adopt panel data methodologies. 
For instance, revising the Household Income and 
Expenditure Survey (HIES) data collection methodology 
to collect panel data would enable the creation of a 
nationally representative panel dataset. This shift would 
open new opportunities for research and analysis.

	� Agencies should fully disclose their data collection 
processes in the methodology sections of their reports. 
Stakeholders will gain a better understanding of the 
reliability and validity of data if these methodologies are 
made accessible.

	� Ministries should establish or enhance research 
wings to ensure that data is generated, managed, and 
disseminated using appropriate methodologies and 
ethical standards. Consultations revealed that many 
research wings within ministries are either too small or 
not fully operational, which adversely affects the quality 
of data and reports produced and archived by these 
ministries and relevant departments. 
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3.6.	 Block 6: An Interactive Research 
Platform or Data Portal

Participants repeatedly emphasized the need for a 
dedicated research platform to simplify data access 
and reduce delays caused by bureaucratic processes. 
Recommendations for establishing such a platform include:

	� The Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics (BBS) should 
manage a centralized database, leveraging its capacity 
to handle diverse datasets. A specialized team of IT 
experts could be formed to build and maintain this 
database. The system should allow individual agencies, 
such as BANBEIS, DAM, and the Ministry of Finance, to 
input their data, which would then be aggregated into 
the central BBS database. Agencies should strengthen 
their capacity to update their databases regularly 
to ensure the effectiveness of this system. Without 
consistent updates, the entire initiative would fail.

	� The application procedure for accessing data should 
be straightforward, transparent, and include clear, 
simple steps. The agency can develop a process map 
or flowchart, modeled on the application process of 
international open data platforms such as WDI and 
UNFPA, to address the existing challenges. 

	� A payment gateway should be incorporated into 
the data application process to streamline payments. 
Drawing from the consultants’ experience with similar 
systems in other countries, a user-friendly payment 
system should be adopted to enhance convenience.

	� Agencies should review current pricing structures to 
make public data affordable or, where possible, free. 
Current charges, such as USD 50 for students and USD 
1,000 for institutions, are considered excessive and 
unjustifiable.

	� All the agencies, ministries, and relevant departments 
should share their data in Application Programming 
Interface (API) format, allowing users to easily extract 
data from the documents.

	� The collaboration between IGC and BIGD to build a 
data hub can be leveraged to ensure equitable access 
to public data in Bangladesh. A consortium of think 
tanks, including RAPID, CPD, and BIGD, could work 
together to identify the data needs and navigate the 
legal and procedural process to collect and consolidate 
data from different private and public agencies into this 
hub.
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