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FRAMEWORK FOR INFORMATION EXCHANGE IN LOCAL DEVELOPMENT (FIELD) 

The Localities 

The background to the study was set in May 2008 in the Project Information document, where: 

“The rationale for this project is to [build] an OECD Framework for Information Exchange in Local 

Development (FIELD) that local development organisations can use in a co-ordinated way in order to 

collect, exchange and learn from local development information”.   

Six „localities‟ were visited and studied in this project: 

 The Autonomous Province of Trento, located in the North-east of Italy with a population of 

around 500,000 people; 

 The State of Brandenburg, NE Germany, with a population of about 2.5 million people; 

 The City Region of Manchester, NW England (UK), which is a consortium of local authorities 

with a population of over three million; 

 Agence de développement et d‟urbanisme de Lille métropole (France - Metropolitan Lille urban 

development and planning agency), which covers a trans-border economic agglomeration with 

Belgium; 

 The Employment Region of Copenhagen and Zealand, Denmark, with a population of about 

2.4million. This is one of four regional employment authorities within the Danish National 

Labour Authority under the Ministry of Employment; 

 SODERCAN, part of the Regional Development Agency of Cantabria, Spain, with a population 

of about 540,000. 

The working geographical definition of „Local‟ for this project was provided as being a sub-national 

level such as a region, a city-region, but not down to a resolution such as local government areas.  

This geographical definition needs to be tempered by a functional approach, because the six areas 

represent very different geographical and economic areas, with very different development priorities. For 

example: 

 The Autonomous Province of Trento is sub-regional, but has a form of devolved governance 

allows it to develop largely independent Local Development strategy.   

 Brandenburg is part of a functional economic region of Berlin-Brandenburg, but has no 

administrative control over Berlin itself, because Berlin is a separate administrative area – 

Brandenburg has to work with Berlin on an initiative basis, for example concerning the new 

international airport for the „region‟. Lille, by contrast, has built a functional economic region 

through participatory and collaborative governance across national borders. 
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 Manchester City Region is a partnership that brings together local government and regional 

government actors and other stakeholders in a project to develop an integrated strategy for 

economic development. Like Lille, Manchester is a functional economic area that spans local 

government boundaries. 

 Copenhagen and Zealand is a defined are of governance, but while it also is an economic area it 

is served in terms of information by the coherent national system of integrated statistical data.  

 Lille is a complex geography that requires an information partnership to be developed across 

national boundaries, while Cantabria is a coherent administrative geography, but its internal 

actors have yet to build a coherent information base for economic development. 

If there is a prevailing context of the six local development areas studied in this project, it is that they 

have definable local development „identity‟ that can be presented to Government, to international agencies, 

to inward investors, and to business. They are therefore clearly differentiated from organisations such as 

regional development agencies where there is a delegated remit to do, or to enact, certain things. In all six 

locations there was a direct governance connection to citizens as well as business.  

Information and Indicators – Initial Challenges 

Within the initial Project Information Document there is an emphasis on the construction of a 

„dashboard‟ of indicators that could be constructed in a consistent and harmonised way across local 

economic landscapes. In considering the construction of a „dashboard‟ there are some initial information 

challenges. 

First, there is the challenge as to how the collection of information in the form of indicators which are 

constructed using statistical information that can be collected consistently across local areas, and can then 

support robust comparison and analysis of economic development at the local levels across Europe. It is 

without question that if a robust form of benchmarking and comparison could be developed then it would 

be much more realistic to ask the question „is the local development strategy for Lille better than the one 

for Manchester?” because the response would be based on substantive evidence rather than subjective 

information. 

Second, there is a challenge which asks „are the differences measured in local development strategy 

between Lille and Manchester the result of a different strategy, or are they conditioned by other 

characteristics such as size, social and economic factors, governance, financial and regulatory 

environments etc.?‟  Any statistical comparison between two locations needs to discriminate between 

differences in local development performance that are explained by the two areas having fundamentally 

different characteristics (who they are) as against the enactment of their strategy and policies (what they 

do).  

Given the considerable variation in the six areas studies, the development of benchmarking indicators 

is unlikely to be a set of indicators that can be realistically applied to all areas. It may be more realistic to 

develop indicators that are applied to local areas with similar basic characteristics. The question about what 

indicators should be in any „dashboard‟ is discussed in the accompanying Report, although it is evident 

from the six locations reviewed in the project that all the areas studies in this project have a strong focus on 

active labour market development.  
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Building Indicators – Statistical Feasibility 

This section addresses the challenge of building coherent and consistent indicators by asking research 

questions, the first of which is that even if it desirable to identify core indicators: 

  „To what extent is it feasible to identify, collect, and compare/benchmark using statistical 

indicators relating to local economic development?‟ 

Evaluating this question involves consideration of whether it would be feasible for local economic 

development areas across Europe to identify or collect the relevant baseline statistical information needed 

to produce the indicators. The project therefore needed to explore how these areas already collect 

information for their own locally-relevant indicators, and what advantages or constraints do they 

experience in that process.  

It has been clear from the visits that not all of the six areas have a comprehensive database or 

„dashboard‟ of indicators that inform policy, and which allow it to be monitored and developed. The 

reasons for this are not that the areas do not want comprehensive data – indeed the desire to have coherent 

and comparable information is strongly supported. The reasons are more related to the extent to which the 

areas have to rely on nationally provided information, have the resources to collect their own information, 

or even whether privacy and data protection legislation even allows them to collect their own information. 

So, accepting that the six areas do undertake local economic development, and their information bases 

are very variable, they must have a range of practices to inform strategy and policy, and this leads to a 

second research question: 

 „How do local economic development areas identify and construct information that informs their 

development strategy? 

In this question the term „Information‟ implies more than statistics. Data collection (for example the 

number of people who are unemployed, and the number of people in the workforce) can lead to the 

production of statistics (for example an unemployment rate for a particular point in time), and statistics can 

be analysed and interpreted to generate information (for example trends and forecasts of unemployment), 

which when used in the organisational context, can structure knowledge (for example the implications of 

unemployment forecasts for training needs and for prioritising particular types of inward investment).   

Therefore information practices at the local level involve a complex mix of data availability, strongly 

influenced by the quality of statistics and indicators available from official statistical sources to local 

economic development, the extent to which the area can collect data to produce its own statistics, and the 

knowledge and interplay of the actors who drive forward the local economic development. This has 

previously been conceptualised in earlier (2007) project documents as being a combination of human 

capital, business leadership, institutional capital, institutional governance, social capital, and an „x factor‟ 

containing creativity, flexibility and ethos. Following on from this the associated third research question 

here is: 

 „How do the actors in a local development strategy use information in the construction and 

enactment of the strategy?‟ 

The first question therefore asks whether it is realistic or feasible to focus on the construction of a 

harmonised „dashboard‟ of indicators at the local level, and this is discussed in the context of official 

statistics the next section. 
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The (Official) Information Context 

“To what extent is it feasible to identify, collect, and compare/benchmark using statistical indicators 

relating to local economic development?” 

If the main information focus of the LEED project is on the construction of comparable indicators 

then an initial consideration for most areas will be the extent to which they can make use of existing 

official statistics (from national and international agencies), and then to consider how they may develop 

their own information (either to supplement what is available from official sources, or to replace it with 

information focused directly on their area) through data collection and related surveys.  

Power and Authority 

In this process official statistics are fundamental. They have „power and authority‟, in that they are 

officially sanctioned. Official statistics are the basis for the construction of metrics, determined by 

Government, and the EU, by which funding is allocated, and performance assessed. Official statistics 

(federal, national, international) are often then linked to activities such as showing that an area is eligible 

for funding (such as Objective 1 status in the EU to qualify for Structural Funds
1
), and in that area 

reporting performance against the activities being funded.  If a local area is focusing on Structure Funds as 

a source of finance and resource to build an active labour market strategy, then there will be a strong 

dependency built up between the local level and official statistics which determine eligibility and 

performance metrics.  

However, while official statistics have „power and authority‟, they also have some limitations when it 

comes to their usability for informing local development strategy. Limitations include their timeliness 

(official statistics are usually produced to administrative, not economic development, schedules), purpose 

(many statistics are produced for administrative needs, and uses such as economic development are 

secondary uses), geographical coverage (unless microdata are available official statistics are reported 

usually for administrative areas
2
, and thematic detail. These limitations impinge on the utility value of 

official statistics to provide comparable evidence relating to local economic development across „Local‟ 

areas. 

Aggregation and Error Effects 

The „power and authority‟ of official statistics is related not just to the way they are embedded in the 

allocation of finance and resources by central/federal government. It relates also to „aggregation effects‟, 

which can be seen using the example of employment data in the UK, collected through The Annual 

Business Enquiry: 

In principle it would be possible to collect information each month for all businesses in Great Britain 

and use it to construct employee totals by region and industry which would provide a true total. However, 

this would be very time consuming and expensive and would impose an unacceptable burden on 

businesses, so the ABI is based on a sample of approximately 78,000 businesses and is used to provide an 

estimate of the number of employees.
3
 

The error term for the samples is represented at the 95% confidence level, which for London means: 

The City of London estimate for 2006 is 288,300 with a standard error of 5,700. This interpreted 

suggests that we are 95 percent sure that the true value lies within twice the standard error, so within the 

range 282,600 to 294,000. 
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As the geographical area becomes larger the error term represents a smaller absolute proportion of 

employment. For example for London the error term of 11,400 is 3.95% of the estimated employment of 

288,300. As the areas become smaller, and the estimated numbers reduce, then this proportion increases. 

So, by aggregating data to higher geographical levels the error term has less impact, but as the areas 

become more disaggregated the reverse occurs.  

Consequently, the quality (utility value) of indicators for local economic development is inevitably 

the result of a trade-off between the components of statistical quality, involving scale, relevance,  accuracy,  

timeliness  coherence and consistency, and, interpretability
4
.  

To these issues we also can add (as was noted in the Annual Business Survey quote above) the 

consideration cost-benefits (policy benefits weighed against investment costs and overall administrative 

burden) incurred in collecting data and developing indicators. Quality therefore is a complex interaction 

between these components, and can be formalised as: 

Quality = ∫ (relevance, accuracy, timeliness, coherence, interpretability, cost, scale) 

There can be the most comprehensive set of indicators produced, but if the cost is disproportionate, 

and if the indicators are only available a year or more after the data were collected, then the local utility 

value is diminished. There is little benefit to be obtained in having rich historical information if there is not 

a robust information base on which to model forward and to produce forecasts of local economic 

development, and with the speed of globalisation processes, coupled with the recent economic shocks, 

looking forward robustly (forecasting) is more challenging than ever, but is a process that has been 

identified by the six areas studies as being very important. 

Timeliness and Cost 

Achieving „informational nirvana‟, where every component of data quality is satisfied, is difficult to 

achieve unless a country can have a totally integrated, online, and real-time information landscape – this is 

very much the characteristic of the Danish information landscape. Otherwise, most official statistics are by 

their very nature historical.  

A real-time information landscape can be achievable where information collection is integrated 

electronically, such as through the Danish eGovernment structure, where rich microdata are available via 

citizen ID cards, interlinked public service databases, and where employers are linked to the electronic 

systems of tax and social insurance. It can be achievable where the area has information autonomy, such as 

with Trento where the information „Observatory‟ provides independent services to the Province by 

collecting data, analysing it and providing forecasting services.  

However, not all local areas will have the ability to collect their own detailed local statistics: 

 First, there is the expense incurred in building a comprehensive local information landscape; 

 Second, there is the difficulty then of making that local information comparable with other areas 

– local utility of information may make it difficult to harmonise it with information from other 

areas; 

 Third, it may not be legislatively permissible for local areas to collect their own statistics, 

especially where there are policies or legislation related to the reduction of administrative burden 

for businesses
5
, or where data protection and privacy regulations do not easily permit the 

dissemination of microdata
6
,or in the UK where public opinion is very hostile towards electronic 
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identity cards and the collection of microdata. At the outset, then, the cultures of information can 

be very different between countries. 

Harmonisation 

If we consider official statistics as a food-chain, then statistics can be derived from administrative 

processes (such as the payment of unemployment benefit), and can be collected at from local level actors 

(for example information relating to establishments and people, usually linked to an address) are supplied 

according to internationally agreed fundamental principles
7
 to national statistical institutes (NSIs), or in 

some cases regional or federal statistical institutes.  

The higher-level food-chain involves the NSIs themselves supplying national data to international 

organisations (for example Eurostat, OECD, European Central Bank, and UN Agencies) which then carry 

out harmonisation processes to maximise the thematic and geographical comparability of the data across 

countries. Harmonisation is critical in achieving comparability across geographies that are part of a policy, 

business, or a political group. For example Eurostat and the European Central Bank, and OECD are 

involved in the creation of harmonised measures:  

“The European Statistical System (ESS) was built up gradually with the objective of providing 

comparable statistics at EU level. Within the ESS, Eurostat takes a leading role in working with the 

national agencies responsible for collecting official statistics of the European Economic Area (EEA), i.e. 

EU Member States, Iceland, Norway and Liechtenstein. The structure comprises a large set of committees, 

working groups, technical groups, task forces centred around the following three key committees: 

Statistical Programme Committee (SPC), Committee on Monetary, Financial and Balance of Payments 

Statistics (CMFB), and European Committee on Economic and Social Information(CEIES)”.
8
. 

The process of harmonisation therefore is a fundamentally bottom-up process, where the statistics at 

the supply level are re-worked both thematically and geographically to provide consistent outputs that 

allow comparability across the geographical units. This process is resource-intensive, and it requires time – 

not the least issue of time being the speed at which the component parts of the process (usually official 

statistical agencies) supply the data to the organisation in charge of the harmonisation process. Eurostat, for 

example, cannot mandate member states to supply the data on a particular date, and this can delay the 

harmonisation process. 

Such challenges are also identified in OECD statistical activities such as the International Trade by 

Commodity Statistics
9
, and even at the level of harmonisation of statistics at national level there are many 

issues including methodological breaks, differences in national classifications, and missing data.  The loss 

of detail that results from aggregation and harmonisation is an inevitable cost in achieving the goal of 

comparable data, and given the impact of aggregation to higher spatial levels, the error terms of 

harmonisation are more dispersed across the larger areas.  

The Impact of Geography 

Organisations such as OECD, the European Commission, the UN (and its many agencies) and the 

European Central Bank need to have data that are comparable across the economic and political spaces that 

are of importance to them.  Nevertheless, the geographical resolution at which harmonisation effectively 

stops is of significance, and for the European Commission and Eurostat, the geographical resolution is 

NUTS3
10

, and even the NUTS geographies are constructed not on the basis of economic activity, but on 

“the institutional divisions currently in force in the Member States”.   
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The guidelines for NUTS3 stipulate that they should have populations of between 150,000 and 

800,000, and their use is guided by three principles: “for the collection, development and harmonisation of 

Community regional statistics: for the socio-economic analyses of the regions; for the framing of 

Community regional policies”.
11

 More importantly, advice relating to the use of NUTS level statistics for 

socio-economic analysis (the relevant focus of this project) notes that NUTS2 (populations of between 

800,000 and 3million) are suitable for the statistical analysis of national and regional problems, NUTS1 

(3million to 7million) are suitable for the analysis of Community-wide problems, and “NUTS 3, which 

broadly comprises regions which are too small for complex economic analyses, may be used to establish 

specific diagnoses or to pinpoint where regional measures need to be taken”
12

. 

Idealised versus Pragmatic Indicators 

For this LEED project there is therefore a significant challenge. The European Commission 

harmonises only to NUTS3, and these areas are more based on administrative geographies than they are 

functional economic development areas. The construction of LEED indicators that map even across all the 

six often complex areas studied during this project phase would have to be constructed through 

mechanisms other than the Eurostat process. This is acknowledged explicitly in the May 2007 Project 

Information document, where it was stated “National statistical offices often do not provide much of the 

detailed indicator information needed for policy design at local level” and where “the financial resources 

and professional capacities available at local level to collect and use local information are also frequently 

limited”.  

This was further articulated in the 12 June 2007 document presented to OECD (Local Development 

Indicators and Inventory - CFE/LEED(2007)9), which presented, in considerable detail, an idealised 

inventory of indicators. However, the document did not also present a clear feasibility analysis showing 

that the indicators could be feasibly constructed, or an indication of the administrative burden that would 

be incurred collecting and harmonising the statistics.  

So, if the project is to develop a „dashboard‟ of indicators that are  locally constructed by each 

participant (requiring them to invest financial and statistical resources), there would be an inevitable trade-

off between the detail that could be collected locally, and then harmonised for comparison and analysis 

across sites, and the resource that could be committed by each LEED site. 

Such activities would need to be undertaken at the local level, because the conditions of subsidiarity
13

 

mean that Eurostat does not have the remit to impose statistical collection requirements on member states: 

“Whereas this Regulation defines the responsibility of the national authorities and the Community 

authority for the production of Community statistics in compliance with the principle of subsidiarity as 

defined in Article 3b of the Treaty”.
14

   

From a position of subsidiarity any dashboard can be defined by the stakeholders through a process of 

deliberation. Therefore the role of OECD, through the LEED activities, has provided a mediating context 

within which an initial group of stakeholders can explore how they receive, construct, and analyse 

information relating to their own local economic development strategies. 

Indicators need to be focused on the policies being enacted, and at least in the initial phase of building 

indicators, should not be too ambitious. For example, is there a risk of focusing on indicators such as Gross 

Value Added where some of the component data are estimates, rather than measures? Also broader indices 

such as the Happiness Index are themselves complex constructs using other indicators, and there has been 

some criticism of this approach which grades Denmark as being the happiest, but where the high score may 

be due to low initial expectations of happiness by the Danes. This risks causing confusion with local level 

actors, and it may be best to start this with a core, basic, set of indicators to prove the concept. 
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This discussion now turns to developing an understanding of how the six areas covered in this project 

develop their information strategies, and then focuses on the good practice that is utilised by the areas in 

building their own information landscapes, involving data integration, analysis, and forecasting. 

The Information Landscapes – the ‘Local’ View 

This section summarises how the six areas described their information landscapes, and also notes 

some of the issue raised by the „observer‟ areas from new member states. 

The diversity of information landscapes was quickly identified by the six areas when they were asked 

to review how well they are served by official statistics and by information made available by other central 

government agencies. At one end of the information spectrum Copenhagen reports no problems at all, 

since the agency is part of the extended government system of official statistics
15

 that is built from 

constantly maintained microdata. Not only does the agency partly „own‟ the statistics, but the statistics are 

comprehensive – a particular strength of the Danish statistical system and the culture of transparent 

governance. 

Trento acknowledges the supply of information from higher levels of government, and notes the 

limitations when official statistics are used at the local level, but its significant strength is that it also has a 

strong ownership a detailed local database of information managed independently by an Observatory 

which is resourced by the expertise of researchers at the University.  

Generally the areas note the limitations of relying on official statistics. The spatial resolution, the 

sampling frames, and the temporal availability of statistics are all cited, along with the coarseness of 

information that occurs once it is harmonised across Europe. For Brandenburg there is an additional 

problem of the cost of some data, and addressing data charging policies was a particular challenge in the 

formulation of the EC Directive on the Re-Use of Public Sector Information.
16

 

Table 1. How well are you served by information that is collected by central agencies - what are the main 
weaknesses? 

Location How well are you served by information that is collected by central agencies – what are the 
main weaknesses? 

Trento Official statistics produced by the national agency ISTAT (http://www.istat.it/english/ ) are regarded 
as generally consistent thematically, but ISTAT carries out several survey at national level, collecting 
data for a small sample of units (persons or firms) operating in Trentino, and the estimates can be 
unreliable.  

Manchester There is a need for „finer grained‟ data (both thematically and spatially) from National Statistics 
(http://www.statistics.gov.uk/ )regarding Gross-Value Added (GVA) data, and also for productivity 
data by business sector. Increasing sample size is needed to improve estimates in the ILO Labour 
Force (Annual Population Survey in the UK) Survey. 
Improvements overall are needed for data on jobs, skill levels, demographic characteristics. 
There is a need for better consistency of data from Eurostat across all European comparator 
geographies, and for the geographical reporting areas to be at greater spatial resolution. 

Lille Official sources of information are regarded as important so that Board Members are informed 
coherently.  However, there is a deteriorating quality of official data that can inform the regional 
strategy, ranging from reduced reliability of administrative databases, longer time periods between 
data collection, the impact of stronger confidentiality and data protection rules, and a move towards 
more sample surveys. In addition there are trends for more public data providers to sell data, rather 
than make data available freely.   

Copenhagen The region regards itself as being very well served by official information in Jobindsats.dk, noting that 
the data are detailed,  are rapidly published, transparent and easy to use.   

http://www.istat.it/english/
http://www.statistics.gov.uk/
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Brandenburg While official data are produced at a sub-regional level they often are not made available to the local 
actors, and can be costly to acquire.  

Cantabria Sodercan (http://www.sodercan.com/ ) regards itself as being well served with information coming 
from the National Statistics Institute INE (http://www.ine.es/welcoing.htm ) and the Regional Statistics 
Institute ICANE (http://www.icane.es/general.jsp ), and by harmonised data from EUROSTAT. 
However, they note that ICANE is a relatively recent created Regional Statistics Institute and still is 
defining and starting up some its methodologies. 
The main weakness is the lack of coordinated work with the Regional Governance Plan managers, 
aimed at organising the gathering of information and data to feed the indicators scoreboard of the II 
Governance Plan 2008-2011. 

The next question asked the areas to discuss what information they collected themselves, particularly 

to help overcome the problems they identified in official sources. Given their first response, Copenhagen 

did not need to collect information themselves. Trento, by contrast, was using its autonomous status to 

build comprehensive local information through the Observatory.  

Manchester has built an internal information resource, much of which is populated by official data, 

and also has commissioned an independent review of its economic development strategy. Lille 

supplements official data with surveys, as does Cantabria, while Brandenburg notes that it primary 

information focus remains one of gathering data to comply with the requirements of major EU and other 

funding programmes. 

Table 2. How useful is the information you collect yourself?  

Location How useful is the information you collect yourself?  

Trento Information collected by the Observatory (OPES http://www.osservatoriolavoripubblici.provincia.tn.it/ ) 
and by agencies in the Province are more useful since they are more robust (large sample) and 
informative. This allows empirical research to be undertaken to fill specific knowledge gaps.  

Manchester Business Surveys are obtained from the private sector to fill in gaps left by national surveys not being 
robust at the NUTS2 metropolitan area. An internal policy and research team is building integrated 
information resources (http://www.manchester-enterprises.com/research.htm ), and a group of 
independent experts have been commissioned to carry out the Manchester Independent Review 
(http://www.manchester-review.org.uk/ ) “The Manchester Independent Economic Review (MIER) 
consists of a Commission of prominent economists and business leaders, supported by a Policy 
Advisory Group and Secretariat, with responsibility for commissioning high quality evidence-based 
research to inform decision-makers in Manchester”. 

Lille The Agency undertakes some surveys, for example:  Euralille population; hotel capacity for the 
“meeting-industry”. The information is useful, but as yet is not a basis for sustainable monitoring. 

Copenhagen Not needed - Jobindsats.dk is a national system collecting data from the IT-tools used in the 
Jobcentres, and provides comprehensive information 

Brandenburg Monitoring data are gathered for funding authorities such as ESF. Within LASA data of the project-
implementation-monitoring process are (partly) used for the general monitoring of projects and also 
for the quality assessment, but there is no real feedback from those who have been monitored to see 
if the process has been beneficial. 

Cantabria SODERCAN is now defining a methodology focused on gathering information directly from the 
companies. The objective of collecting this information consists on better knowing the real needs of 
regional companies. 
Also, there is a need know the actual performance of companies at micro level, and to have first 
quality information to make a prospective analysis of the potential future evolution of regional 
companies. In order to achieve this, SODERCAN is preparing a survey to 500 very representative 
companies of different regional sectors. SODERCAN will standardize this survey to carry out 
periodically, and will use its results to define new innovation promotion policies and measures better 
focused on satisfying the needs of the companies. 

http://www.sodercan.com/
http://www.ine.es/welcoing.htm
http://www.icane.es/general.jsp
http://www.osservatoriolavoripubblici.provincia.tn.it/
http://www.manchester-enterprises.com/research.htm
http://www.manchester-review.org.uk/
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When the areas were asked about the gaps in their information needs the big gap between 

Copenhagen and Trento, and the others becomes apparent. The completeness of the Danish statistical 

system, and the independence that Trento has to define its own information strategy, is in stark contrast to 

the dependence the other areas have on official data. For the other four areas we see quite large „shopping 

lists‟ of information needs, ranging from specific economic data that can populate indicators, to cross-

border information needed by Lille, and more consistent information collection across regional and local 

agencies in Cantabria. 

Table 3. What are the main gaps in the information you currently have available for the purposes of 
designing your policies?  

Location What are the main gaps in the information you currently have available for the purposes of 
designing your policies?  

Trento None stated 

Manchester Information needs include: R&D metrics;  Innovation output metrics for products, services, and 
knowledge network effects; Sub-regional trade (import / export data); Regional price indices and 
productivity, for example employee output  per hour data at NUTS2 level; CO2 emissions. Also, there 
is a need for a resource base of strategy and programme evaluations 

Lille Two main problems are building consistent cross-border information, and in the economic sector, a 
lack of detailed information within the metropolitan area or at a more detailed geographical resolution. 

Copenhagen None stated 

Brandenburg The policy design process is at an early stage, so detail about gaps is still emerging. 

Cantabria Because each regional Ministry has its own information there is little consistency, and after it has 
been processed and harmonised at the Regional Government Presidency level there is little sharing 
about gaps in the information models.  

The third request for information asked the area to identify the policy areas where they had the most 

difficulty in obtaining data for robust measurement. In this context they therefore have a double challenge - 

not only are there problems for them in developing indicators that allow them to benchmark and compare 

with other areas, but for key areas of their individual policies they find it difficult even to measure locally. 

Again, Copenhagen and Trento do not identify any problems.  

Table 4. What are the most difficult areas of policy needs and impacts for you to measure? 

Location What are the most difficult areas of policy needs and impacts for you to measure? 

Trento None stated 

Manchester Innovation: Outputs and outcomes. Trade: Value and markets – what, where, value. Obtaining good 
time series of data. 

Lille Urban policy, and economic development policy. There is a multiplicity of indicators, and obtaining 
quality information is difficult. 

Copenhagen None stated 

Brandenburg The real long-term and sustainable outcome that can be attributed to the funding schemes. 

Cantabria Those related the research & development performance by companies and the co-operation between 
the private industrial sector with the knowledge providers. 

When asked about weaknesses in the information system (storage, retrieval, analysis etc.) neither 

Trento nor Copenhagen specify problems. For Manchester the challenge is in developing its information 

resources into a fully shared-platform that is values by all actors in the development strategy. Lille also 

sees challenges in persuading their actors that there is value in investing in information resources, and the 

challenge for Cantabria is in persuading the actors to develop a common approach to information 
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resources. For Brandenburg the immediate weaknesses relate to restrictions on data access (even if some 

data are collected by other agencies) and in developing data that enable effective monitoring of policies. 

Table 5. What are the weaknesses in your systems of information storage, retrieval, sharing, analysis and 
feedback into policy?  

Location What are the weaknesses in your systems of information storage, retrieval, sharing, analysis 
and feedback into policy?  

Trento None mentioned 

Manchester The lack of a shared data platform, and the lack of available and consistent information about the 
evaluation of, and learning from, current and past programmes of activity. 

Lille It is very difficult to convince public authorities to fund monitoring activities in the long term, even in a 
partnership approach where the costs are shared. Also problematical are the reliability of current data 
which can make it difficult to convince partners of the quality of monitoring processes.  

Copenhagen None mentioned 

Brandenburg The difficulties of obtaining timely and useful data, the lack of well-designed information for effective 
monitoring, and ongoing problems about restricted access to data.  

Cantabria There is a risk in a small region like Cantabria that the actors are very „near the ground‟ and may 
think they know the socio economic needs without carrying out appropriate analysis. As a 
consequence, the local and regional actors do not have a regularly available adequate set of 
indicators that would allow them to study and to assess socio-economic development policies on the 
basis of objective analysis of the data 

When asked what their information system priorities are over the coming 3-5 years, see Trento again 

identifies no perceived problems, and it is expected that they will continue to build the information base 

and the analytical services within the Observatory. Copenhagen does not foresee specific system 

developments, but focuses on the information domain developments that can be enacted within the 

sophisticated Danish statistical system. Manchester again emphasises a shared platform valued by all 

actors. Lille prioritises information system developments that help build indicators of specific value for 

their local strategy and policies, as does Cantabria.  Brandenburg will continue to have its information 

needs dominated by the indicators and measures required by funding sources. 

Table 6. What are your main priorities for improving your information system in the next 3-5 years? 

Location What are your main priorities for improving your information system in the next 3-5 years? 

Trento None mentioned 

Manchester The two priorities are to develop an integrated shared information platform, and to secure stronger 
commitment from stakeholders about the need for a stronger focus on data sharing and research 
planning. 

Lille The main priority is developing a comprehensive range of indicators within an integrated monitoring 
system that can help stakeholders in the policy process. Also important are information sharing, and 
providing more user-friendly access to information.  

Copenhagen There will be new information generated from Jobindsats.dk, such as the labour market balance and 
other statistics to be generated more automatically 

Brandenburg There is a need for a better service by the official sources that collect information, for better design of 
indicators that will enable both monitoring and forecasting.  

Cantabria The main priorities focus on improving the existing information system aimed at analysing the 
regional strategic development, and the enablers that contribute to the better performance of the 
economy of Cantabria. 
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Two observer regions also responded to these questions. For the Riga Region in Latvia there is a 

strong reliance on national and European official statistics, with a resulting lack of thematic focus and 

spatial resolution at the local level. The Riga Region is responding to these limitations by establishing its 

own „Development Monitoring System‟ with statistical data ate the local level, initially focusing on data 

for demography, social mobility, and workplaces. It is this response to the lack of systematic and coherent 

local data that will be a key focus in the next 3-5 years, and an associated aim is to integrate the System 

with the national system that also in under development. 

The Lubelskie Region in Poland notes that the National Statistics Office is developing a Regional 

Data Bank, but that this is still under development and not yet delivering local level statistics. A lot of their 

information priorities relate to performance measuring requirements of funding sources. There is as yet no 

available analytical economic model for their labour market, and they rely a lot on estimated data. The 

priorities for the next 2-5 years are therefore to build a robust information resource that services local 

development strategy and policies. 

Typologies of Information Landscapes 

A tentative outcome from the material provided by the six areas is that it may not be realistic to expect 

local economic development areas to build an extensive „dashboard‟ of indicators for benchmarking and 

comparison. However, it is evident from the six areas studied that considerable resources are being 

invested in the construction of information and knowledge. So, we turn now to the consideration of the 

second two research questions which in effect ask „what are the areas doing, and what good practice can 

be derived that can be shared with other areas‟? 

The first approach to understanding the diversity, and similarities, of the six areas is to consider their 

„information geographies‟: 

Figure 1. Information geographies 

 

The physical geographies of the area group first into those which are generally homogeneous. Some 

are more clearly contained, such as Trento and Cantabria. Others, such as Manchester and Copenhagen, are 

homogeneous geographically, but their functional economic areas extend strongly beyond the geographical 

borders. The second group comprises those areas which are more complex and heterogeneous, such as the 

„donut‟ shape of Brandenburg with Berlin it the middle, or the France/Belgium trans-border development 

area of Lille.  
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In terms of their information landscapes two areas show strong empowerment with information. 

Trento, with its autonomy, uses official statistics where they are specifically useful, but focuses much more 

on the construction of local information through the role of the independent information Observatory
17

. For 

Copenhagen there is the benefit of the integrated microdata-based statistical systems of Denmark
18

, which 

provide effectively real-time labour market data from the level of the individual/organisation upwards. 

Cantabria
19

 acknowledges the previous dependence on official statistics, and is moving to establish 

regional-level information resources that more directly inform policy.  

For Lille and Manchester there are acknowledged dependencies on official statistics, but in both there 

is a critical awareness of the limitations that the statistics bring to the local level. Manchester has 

established an internal information management unit
20

 to integrate information, and it contracts forecasting 

services to a private sector company. Lille
21

 has highly capable internal information skills which take 

national statistics and maximise their utility at the local level, but Lille also shows a much more nuanced 

organisational approach to turning the information into strategic knowledge. Brandenburg, with its 

economic development challenges, is an Objective 1 region
22

, and the major focus on the acquisition and 

investment of EU funds enforces a strong dependency on statistics that relate to performance measurement 

that is reported upwards to the funding sources.  

This first very exploratory categorisation is not meant to provide the basis for a specification of 

indicators. Instead it is meant to articulate the diversity that exists even in the six areas which participated 

in this project. Representing the above observed characteristics in tabular form (on the following page) 

provides a basis for an initial attempt at identifying similarities, differences, and challenges across the six 

areas. 

The categories used concern the overall positioning of the knowledge that is constructed from the data 

and information, noting whether it is predominantly latent (it is yet to be clearly constructed from 

information targeted to local policy and strategy), whether it is devolved (for example in part to external 

consultancy services or external review), and whether it is integrated (within the actors at all level in the 

organisation). 

Then the role of the information that informs knowledge can be a combination of independent (built 

and analysed by actors who have no vested interest in the policies), dependent (upon external actors 

specifying the information needed), complete (where the majority, or all, necessary information is 

available to the local area), or empowered (where the local area can set a specific information agenda 

driven primarily by its policy goals). 

The information resolution is either macro (statistics are available only at pre-aggregated spatial 

levels), or micro (where individual level data can be used to build aggregations relevant to local economic 

development). 

Timeliness can be a combination of historical (since most official statistics relate not to „now‟ but to 

some point of time in the recent past), current (where microdata are updated in real-time to produce the 

most timely information), or forecast (where the information is used to model possible future trends and 

outcomes). 

For each of the six areas some general strengths and challenges were then noted. 

In broad summary there is a gradation of information landscape emerging from the most dependent 

(on official statistics) to the most independent: 
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 The data we use are largely determined by external factors such as funding and its evaluation. 

Our indicator landscape is set not by us, but through external benchmarks. 

 We rely on using conventional (official) historical statistical data and try to model it forward. 

 We use a broad range of available data and use it internally within our own policy discourse to 

provide future objectives and targets 

 We build an independent, local-driven data and indicator landscape that informs policy and 

strategy through the provision of focused analysis and services. 

 We have all the data we need, and share the data with all stakeholders in an open dialogue. We 

know comprehensively where we are now, what are the challenges, and we can focus on the 

policies and strategies. 

Table 7. The Observed Characteristics  

KNOWLEDGE 
(L)atent 
(D)evolved 
(I)ntegrated in 
actors 

ROLE 
(I)ndependen
t 
(C)omplete 
(D)ependent 
(E)mpowered 

INFORMATION 
RESOLUTION 
(MA)cro 
(MI)cro 

INFORMATION 
TIMELINESS 
(H)istorical 
(C)urrent 
(F)orecast 

STRENGTH CHALLENGE PLACE 

L D MA H Addressing a 
very complex 
economic 
geography 

Exit strategy 
from EU 
funding 

Brandenbur
g 

L/I C MI C (f) Clear strategy 
with 
embedded 
information 

Forecasting 
uncertainty 

CPH/Zealan
d 

I D/E MA H Actor 
knowledge 

Building 
information 
richness 
across a very 
complex 
governance 
structure 

Lille 

D (private 
sector also) 

D MA H (f) Information 
mediation to 
key Actors 

Building a 
more nuanced 
information 
landscape 
which critically 
informs policy 
debates 

Manchester 

I E/I MI C/F Independence Building the 
locality (micro-
geography) 
into a 
sophisticated 
modelling tool 

Trento 

L D/ (e) MA H Actor 
knowledge 

Building 
information 
that helps to 
build an 
informed and 
unified strategy 

Cantabria 
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Components of Robust Information Landscapes 

This section addresses information diversity which exists through four components of „information 

landscape‟, and identifies particular aspects of good practice. The first of the four components is the 

information „supply-chain‟, which determines the information that is available to construct indicators, and 

to inform policy and strategy. The second, „information governance‟ involves the factors that control and 

constrain what the local areas can do with information once it is collected. The third component, „Analysis/ 

Value-Adding‟ comprises the actions that take place to process information into intelligence and 

knowledge. Finally, the „Consumption‟ component describes how the resulting knowledge is „consumed‟ 

at all levels of the organisation, and beyond by other actors. 

Following each visit the „information practice‟ of the components was conceptualised in a mind-map, 

which was built incrementally to visualise an overall information landscape. Some aspects of practice 

inevitably presented challenges to an area in its ability to construct targeted local knowledge. Conversely, 

there were some excellent information practices that show clearly how a robust information landscape can 

be built – these are highlighted in purple on the diagrams. The overall visualisation follows, and the four 

areas are then considered individually.  

Figure 2. Components of Robust Information Landscapes 
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Figure 3. The Supply Chain 

 

The information supply-chain remains dominated by official statistics. For those areas that are largely 

dependent on external sources of funding, such as EU Objective 1 Structure Funds, the information used 

will be determined largely by the funding authority as a monitoring activity. It would be too easy to argue 

that there is a distorting effect imposed by „regime compliance‟ to the monitoring activities of funding 

organisations. It must be expected that accountability requires the provision of performance information. 

The more important point is that the need to provide performance information must also be accompanied 

by a clear view of the information landscape that should exist beyond a period of funding, when an area 

moves away from securing funding, to securing internal and inward economic investment.  

Denmark and Trento in particular identify clearly what is valuable for an area. First, official statistics 

are best where they are available to the local areas not as pre-aggregated data, but as microdata than can be 

processed according to economic development needs. Denmark has the benefit of a particularly rich data 

landscape at a national level, and it has a richness of data that many other countries can only aspire to. 

Trento uses its autonomy to build a strong internal statistical landscape through the activities of the 

Observatory.  

In the case of Trento the official statistics serve as important context, but the data being collected 

locally is both sensitive to local needs, and it also „non-contested‟ for while it is collected through the 

Observatory, the Observatory itself is an independent partner in the economic development strategy. 

However, Trento did note that it wants to build more microdata for the area, to add extra richness to 

existing surveys. It is the collection of local information that then generates the ability for local areas to 

build classifications of data that are relevant locally, as well as using national and international 

classifications for purposes of comparability.   

Overall, the optimal information supply chain focuses on the following actions: 
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 Use official statistics primarily as a context/reference base; 

 Build data locally that are sensitive to Local needs, and which are accepted by stakeholders as 

being non-contested evidence; 

 Microdata provide the essential geographical and thematic flexibility; 

 Classifications need to be locally relevant, as well as being responsive to national and European 

schema; 

 How the data collection process is resourced is less important that the data collection process 

being locally grounded; 

 Constructing local knowledge with the resulting data is best achieved through a policy-focused 

process that is „empowered‟ and independent of the policy-makers, and which can be used in 

„constructively critical‟ policy review. 

Figure 4. Information Governance 

 

Here the issues focus on whether the information landscape is determined by the expectations of 

funders and policy-makers, or whether it is being build through a process of empowerment. Information 

dependence occurs where funding sources demand performance information according to their criteria. As 

noted above, this is not negative, but local areas need to plan ahead so that their information landscapes 

sustain them beyond funding, as Brandenburg aims to do. The other risk occurs is where information units 

are parts of an organisation, and where they answer directly to policy-makers in a non-critical way. The 

Manchester Economic Review is one attempt to obtain external review of strategy, while in Lille and 

Cantabria there is clear stakeholder commitment to using information objectively and critically in the 

policy process. 

For some areas these goals will be constrained by legislation, for example privacy and data protection 

legislation that may forbid the collection of microdata about people and organisations. Where that persists, 

and microdata cannot be built and used for the local level, some local areas will be at a significant 

information disadvantage compared to locations such as Copenhagen and Trento. 
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Figure 5. Analysis/Value-Adding 

 

This is a challenging component, because while the extent to which analysis and value-adding takes 

place is largely contingent on the data available, the analytical tools that are used also have an influence. 

In many of the publications and reports produced by the areas the representation of data generally 

uses the most dominantly available software. Graphs and diagrams are produced via Excel and Powerpoint, 

and there is an associated risk that if something is not available in those software packages then it is not 

uses. Consequently calculations are produced to two decimal points (the Excel default) often with no 

regard to standard errors or data resolution. There is limited evidence of other techniques such as 

exploratory data analysis
23

, error terms with data often are not noted in accompanying metadata.  

On the geographical level many publications show comparative statistics for the local area and other 

„comparator‟ areas. However, comparator areas are a mix of areas that may have similar economic 

characteristics plus the usual range of areas such as the Region/Country comparisons, the Eurozone, the 

EU27, and also countries beyond Europe. The ecological fallacy is seldom noted. 

Forecasting practices vary between in-house forecasting (using the skills of the Observatory in 

Trento) or contracted externally (Manchester uses forecasts provided by Oxford Economic Forecasting). 

The use of the forecasts is critical in evidence-led policy debates, and these avoid the risk of higher-level 

actors in the development process accepting forecasts at face-value. 

Good practice in this component was evident where the local area clearly understood which were the 

appropriate comparator areas,  built analytical facilities that objectively represented the data limitations and 

represented analysis using appropriate graphics, and build appropriate „health warnings‟ around forecasting 

exercises. 
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Figure 6. Consumption 

 

The consumption of information analysis and value-adding extends beyond the production and 

circulation of reports. While most areas have sections on their Web sites with reports and surveys, it is 

what is done with the outputs in the policy process which is critical. Paradoxically the most „visible‟ 

outputs tend to be those that are not the most used in the policy process – these are the „glossy‟ products 

that are on display in offices and they generally are publicity-focused outputs. 

The process by which analysis etc. is communicated, articulated, represented, evaluated and improved 

is where the real value is delivered. In the most active areas all the relevant economic actors are engaged in 

discussions and debates, and research is solicited and welcomed from external researchers. The products 

are evaluated in a „critically constructive‟ way. In effect a strong consumption landscape is evident where 

the actors function as equals (this was evident in Lille) as opposed to the outputs being fed up a hierarchy 

to the policy elite.  

Summary Observations 

The six areas covered in this study are a small, and unstructured sample, of the areas across the EU27, 

but the six area show clearly the considerable diversity that exists in terms of the information landscapes 

they have constructed to inform strategy and policy. While we would expect the diversity to be evident 

across a wider sample, it does not mean that it is impossible to develop indicators which can be used for 

benchmarking and comparison. 

However, there should not be a focus simply on indicators, since there are valuable lessons to be 

shared in the ways in which areas are building internal information resources that deliver value to their 

local policies. The areas therefore see value both in being able to benchmark and compare (the indicator 

focus) and in understanding how they can build information and knowledge to better inform and monitor 

the policies that are important at their local level (the information landscape approach). 

It seems natural that areas which have mature economic policies and who have a clear view of their 

competitor and comparator areas, should want to see „how well we are doing‟ in comparison with other 



 

 22 

areas. However, for those areas with low levels of information provision the question is a dual one – „how 

can we build information resources so that we can better become competitive with the more successful 

areas?‟ For areas in new member states, which are currently heavily focused on Structure Funds, the 

question is „what information strategy will help us manage the transition from funding dependency to 

economic competitiveness?‟ 

In the face of the information diversity among the six areas it would be easy to refute any expectation 

that a set of core comparative indicators could be built. However, there is both a demand for them from the 

areas, and there is a need for them at the European and International levels. However, simply focusing on 

the statistical aspects, and ignoring the impact of geography, risks the comparability power of indicators 

being weakened through geographical and structural incompatibilities. Indicators therefore need to be used 

where there is a realistic expectation that they are „similar‟. For all of the areas there is an additional area 

of learning, which relates to the building of a strong information culture. In times (late 2008, early 2009) of 

dramatic economic uncertainty the value of robust information has never been greater. 
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