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STUDY ON THE FEASIBILITY OF MICRO-DATA ACCESS FOR THE OECD 
 DRAFT REPORT 

Executive Summary 

1. In recent years there has been growing interest in the OECD and amongst many other national 
and international statistics institutes to make micro-data more accessible to policy makers and analysts, 
helped and motivated by the considerable growth in computing power both from the analyst and data-
collector perspective.  

2. In response to these developments the OECD made a proposal at the CSTAT 2005 meeting to 
investigate the feasibility of the OECD acting as an international Centre from which micro-data could be 
made accessible to the OECD Secretariat. Delegates welcomed the initiative of the OECD, recognising the 
coordinating role the OECD could offer and recommended that the OECD organise a conference on micro 
data in 2006 to exchange best practices and explore the role of the OECD in fostering work with micro 
data in OECD member countries. Further to this, the Secretary-General of the OECD allocated means from 
the Central Priority Fund to carry out a feasibility study in 2006 and to organise a conference. This report 
describes the findings of that study and the conference. 

3. The conclusions of this report are fully in line with the recommendations embodied in the 
UNECE report1 “Guidelines and Core Principles for Managing Statistical Confidentiality and Micro-data 
Access”, approved by the Conference of European Statisticians (CES) (see box 1).  

4. A number of options were examined during the course of the study, summarily described below, 
but covered in more detail in the main body of the report.   

• Option (I), Decentralised work with longitudinal data 

• Option (II),   Decentralised work with indicators based on 'snapshot' information 

• Option (III), Special bilateral projects  

• Option (IV), Coordinated remote access 

•  Option (V), Transmission of micro-data to the OECD 

• Option (VI), Commercial data sets 

                                                      
1 and the OECD report “Principle and Guidelines for access to research data from public-funding” see 

http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/9/61/38500813.pdf , and Section 1 of the report. 
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5. The conclusions of the study, based on the feedback from the OECD Conference “Assessing the 
Feasibility of Micro-Data Access”, held in Luxembourg on the 26-27 October 2006, and a Questionnaire 
sent to national and international statistics institutes, indicated that the feasibility of the various options 
was, to some extent, time dependent. 

6. Remote access (and/or remote execution) solutions were generally recognised as providing the 
greatest potential from a medium to longer term perspective. Moreover, it was recognised that such 
mechanisms afforded a high degree of statistical disclosure control, and certainly with remote execution 
mechanisms, a degree of control that could be guaranteed by data-providers. However, it was also clear 
that for many national statistics institutes the idea was, to some extent, ahead of its time, as many national 
statistics offices, for example, were not yet equipped to provide access in such a way and/or considered it 
too costly to put in place such systems. 

7. The option relating to the transmission of micro-data files to the OECD received a very mixed 
response, varying according to the country and indeed the nature of the data. In some countries, social 
micro-data, anonymised and presented as a public-use file, could be made available, but, typically, 
business micro-data, of significant interest to the OECD, could not, and this situation was unlikely to 
change, mainly due to legal constraints. However, although it was encouraging that some social micro-data 
could be made available in this way, it was generally for data-sets that were one-off or country specific, 
and so, less encouraging when considered from an international perspective. Generally, the key concern in 
this context, especially for business micro-data, reflected confidentiality and the damage to the integrity of 
data-providers that would follow if breaches occurred. Feedback suggested that many mechanisms existed 
to protect against breaches, key amongst these being trust and penalties, but the majority view was that the 
risks of a breach were too high.  

8. That is not to say that the feedback did not also recognise the considerable benefits that could be 
obtained by making micro-data available in this way, benefits that probably outweighed the risks. But the 
calculation, or trade-off, between the risks and benefits of a particular option were not, and rightly so, seen 
in isolation. Ultimately the question became what further benefits could be gained from making micro-data 
available (Options III, IV and V) than could come from providing new indicators based on the micro-data 
(Options I and II); options that involved negligible (zero) risk but perhaps a greater resource commitment.  
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Box 1. Extract from the ECE Guidelines  
 “Managing Statistical Confidentiality & Micro-data Access – Principles and Guidelines of Good Practice” 

International access 

Cross-country comparisons are important for understanding the effectiveness of policies and programmes 
adopted by individual countries. Governments, in particular, find this useful for policy evaluation work. The benefits of 
providing access to anonymised micro-data to researchers working on cross-country comparisons and international 
agencies are clear but there are also risks (e.g. passing on micro-data without permission). With the exception of 
Eurostat, staff from international agencies are not subject to any national or international legislation other than the 
applicable staff rules of the organization. So some care has to be taken. The main difficulty is that there is more limited 
scope for retribution against breaches committed by staff of international agencies or researchers living in other 
countries. But, on the other hand, the probability of identification is much lower (as long as the researcher does not 
pass the micro-data back to a third person in the host country). A further difficulty is that many countries do not have 
the legal authority to provide data to international agencies or researchers outside their country.  

These guidelines have suggested moving towards a risk management rather than a risk avoidance approach in 
the provision of micro-data. Risks are lower or perceived to be lower if the recipient agency has credibility and a 
trustworthy reputation. Risks are also more easily justified if the purpose for which the micro-data are provided is in the 
interest of the country providing the data. This may be because the data are part of an international study being 
undertaken by an international agency or a respected international research collaboration (e.g. the Luxembourg 
Income Study).  

Globalisation is increasing the importance of such international studies. It should be legitimate for NSOs to be 
able to support these types of studies through the provision of micro-data. But it should be an enabling provision (i.e. 
the NSO should be able to decide whether to provide the data or not) that also specifies appropriate safeguards and 
conditions of release. NSOs should be more prepared to provide anonymised micro-data where the risks are lower and 
the benefits are higher.  

What are the options for researchers’ access to data sets from other countries? How can international agencies 
obtain access to micro-data for statistical and research purposes? The options include:  

(i). the data are collected directly by the international agency (or researcher) or through intermediaries (e.g. a 
specialist survey organization) in such a way that the forwarding of micro-data is made known at the time of 
data collection; 

(ii). Public Use Files where they exist;  
(iii). Licensed Anonymised Micro-data Files, where countries are able to do this;  
(iv). Remote Access Facilities with appropriate safeguards; and  
(v). collaboration with a researcher based in the NSO or the NSO’s country, who has access to the micro-data.  

From the point of view of micro-data access, surveys of type (i) are preferable for international researchers. The 
PISA study is a good example. However, generally speaking, these data will not be collected under the statistics 
legislation operating in the various countries. The quality of the micro-data, and particularly response rates, could 
suffer for some studies. This will depend on the type of study and the reputation of the organization undertaking the 
study. It also depends on the commitment of the data collectors in individual countries. This is a factor that international 
researchers need to consider before deciding to take this approach. There may be trade-offs between access and 
quality.  

In some cases, it may be possible to satisfy the requirement of the study by providing very detailed data for 
analysis, but not micro-data. This approach is used in the International Comparison Programme and the 
OECD/Eurostat Purchasing Power Parity study. 

With respect to approach (ii), Public Use Files are only available for some countries. Licensed anonymised micro-
data files (i.e. approach (iii)) may be an option if not restricted by the legislation of the NSO. If NSOs are able to 
provide micro-data in this way, factors that might be taken into account are:  

• trust in the researcher and his or her institution;  
• whether the study is of importance to the country; and  
• whether such release would be consistent with promises made to respondents at the time of data collection. 
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It is likely that many countries will feel more comfortable releasing to particular international agencies or specific 
research projects rather than to the international research community more generally. Also, there may be some 
conditions that apply to particular researchers. For example, some countries may only feel comfortable releasing to 
researchers via the NSO of the researcher’s home country. But in all cases of micro-data release, it would be good 
practice to release only subject to specific conditions using either an undertaking or memorandum of understanding. 
Some of the conditions might include:  

• limiting access to particular divisions of the international agencies and prohibiting the passing on of data to 
others;  

• limiting the purposes for which the micro-data could be used without permission;  
• agreeing that the micro-data must be returned on request (e.g. it may contain errors);  
• allowing the opportunity to comment on published material which uses the micro-data; and  
• making clear the consequences of not following the conditions of release.  

The most effective way of dealing with breaches of conditions of release will be to suspend further releases. The 
matter could also be taken up with more senior staff in the institution. For international agencies, this could be through 
diplomatic officials for more serious offences. But the key point is that breaches cannot be allowed to take place 
without some reaction. Otherwise, they will simply be repeated.  

For many countries, the use of Remote Access Facilities (i.e. approach (iv)) may be the preferred route to provide 
access to international researchers. Under such arrangements, there are more controls, and the position of NSOs on 
international access to micro-data is more easily defended if challenged. However, the usability of these arrangements 
for international access still needs to be improved. Experimentation is important.  

There is another possibility. International researchers, including the international agencies, could work through 
networks of national researchers to achieve their aims (i.e. approach (v)) such as specified analysis against the micro-
data. Indeed, these national researchers could be located in the NSO for international studies of particular importance. 

NSOs will need to decide whether they can provide access to international researchers or not, taking into 
consideration the range of issues discussed in this section. They should keep in mind that a risk management 
approach is being encouraged. For some research applications, the benefits may justify the risks involved, as long as 
the arrangement is legal. The risks may be lower for some institutions than for others. NSOs will also need to decide 
the most appropriate form of access in collaboration with the international researcher. To help ensure consistent 
decision making, countries should develop guidelines for access to international researchers and international 
agencies that are consistent with their own legislation. Or they may decide to change their legislation to enable access 
for justified cases. 

9. It was for this reason that these two options received the most positive feedback. Moreover NSOs 
recognised that this fully utilised the co-ordinating role of the OECD in shaping the research question and 
bringing countries together to respond to policy needs.   

10. Indeed, this is in fact the way that the OECD has generally conducted its activities in the area of 
micro-data access, and so the initial outcome of the feasibility study implies little change in this respect. 
Where the conclusions of the study go further however, is in the recommendation that these activities can 
be conducted from here-on-in in a more co-ordinated way on the basis of the OECD creating a Unit for 
micro-data access (UMDA) that acts as a repository of meta-data describing the micro-data held in NSOs. 
This would allow OECD staff to consult the UMDA and from there make research proposals, to a relevant 
OECD Committee, or the Statistics Committee, that required countries to construct indicators based on 
their micro-data; indicators that were disclosive.  



 STD/CSTAT(2007)3/ANN 

 7

11. In the first instance, this requires the approval of the Statistics Committee because statistics 
offices would be required to submit details of their micro-data to the OECD, based on pro-forma that could 
be developed once approval has been reached. In the second instance, the proposal seeks the backing of 
Chief Statisticians so that requests for indicators based on the micro-data be viewed favourably, with 
resources set aside to deal with these requests, which by their nature will be ad-hoc. Additionally the 
identification and creation of such new indicators should be viewed as the creation of new statistical 
outputs that could, in many cases, result in new regular statistical outputs – the development of business 
demography statistics described in the main report describes is one example where this has already 
occurred.  

12. Of course it is impossible to be too prescriptive about this as much depends on the nature of the 
indicators and the scale of resources needed to develop them. The recommendation only asks that NSOs 
recognise the growing need for new indicators based on micro-data and remain responsive and open to 
such requests.    

13. The feasibility study has also recognised the potential that commercial data sets provide. A 
serious examination of all such data-sets was, for obvious reasons, beyond the scope of this study and so a 
focus on commercial business micro-data sets was undertaken. The findings in this regard are that the 
OECD should make greater use of these datasets, in the process improving their quality and cross-country 
comparability, as they provide easy access to business micro-data not restricted by legal constraints, and 
offer the only realistic possibility of pooling national data together.  

14. A number of other issues were tackled during the feasibility study. Key amongst these was the 
OECD’s access to the Eurostat micro-data research centre, where the study has concluded that Eurostat and 
the OECD should work together to find solutions that minimise the administrative burdens on both 
institutions in this regard.  

15. For convenience, the recommendations shown in the main body of the report are repeated below. 
The Statistics Committee is asked to comment on and approve these recommendations.  
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Short-Term  

• The OECD should establish an OECD Unit for micro-data access (UMDA) that acts as the 
conduit for requests and support for access to micro-data held in National and International 
Statistics Offices and other institutions that act as repositories for official statistics.  

• The OECD and Eurostat should explore options, in particular the creation of an OECD UMDA, 
that can reduce the administrative burden on both institutions related to the provision of access to 
micro-data held in Eurostat’s safe centre.  

• National Statistics Offices are encouraged to provide meta-data, listing all variables held and time 
period covered, to the OECD on the following data sets: Structural business statistics – including 
business surveys and censuses; Business Registers; Labour Market Statistics; Innovation surveys; 
and R&D surveys, with subsequent requests for meta-data made to the Statistics Committee or 
assimilated as information becomes available from other OECD activities related to micro-data. 

• The OECD should investigate further the usability of private business datasets such as 
AMADEUS and ORBIS and develop techniques that improve the cross-country comparability of 
these datasets as well as their consistency with national totals, using the approach described in 
Annex (E). 

• The OECD together with volunteer countries should undertake a pilot study that fully explores 
the possibilities of developing remote methods to access national structural business statistics. 
The study should develop harmonised data templates, software routines, and SDC methods 
applied in countries that allow disclosive indicators, such as those described in the main body of 
the report, to be created on an on-going basis.  

Medium Term 

• On the basis of the pilot study to investigate remote access techniques the OECD should engage 
with countries to assess the possibility and scope of extending remote-access techniques more 
widely both across countries and micro-data sets, and at this stage consider the possibilities for 
the creation of an OECD Centre for micro-data that assumes the responsibilities of the UMDA 
whilst also providing access to micro-data using remote access/execution tools. 

16. In a nutshell, for many countries, it is clearly too early to be able to provide the OECD with some 
of the access modes envisaged at the outset of the study. Importantly however, there is a recognition and 
willingness across OECD countries that resources will need to be increased in this area to meet the 
growing needs of users and to better utilise the information (micro-data) already held by NSOs, certainly as 
a way of reducing respondent burdens, and maximising benefits. 
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STUDY ON THE FEASIBILITY OF MICRO-DATA ACCESS FOR THE OECD 

1. Introduction 

17. The development of macro-based statistics and indicators has rightly formed the focus of 
statistical development and resources, particularly in an international context, for many decades now. But 
as the world becomes more interconnected and complex, and computing power cheaper and faster, it is 
becoming increasingly clear that the indicators and information sets demanded by policy makers and 
analysts are also becoming more complex. Indeed, in order to investigate phenomena such as globalisation, 
innovation, global warming, and a host of other issues, decision makers are increasingly turning to and 
requesting access to micro-data.  

18. This presents statistical offices with a dichotomy. On the one hand they wish, and need, to ensure 
that they provide policy makers and analysts with the best information available but in doing so, with 
micro-data, they run the risk of disclosing confidential information pertaining to survey respondents, and, 
so, damaging the integrity of the office and, potentially, the willingness of respondents to engage with the 
statistical agency in future surveys. Or, when confidentiality could be assumed in principle, it is only at 
considerable cost. The basis of these judgements is usually a unique mix of experience and perception, and 
in many countries where micro-data release has been limited, recognition seems to be seldom given to the 
experiences of other countries that do have extensive micro-data access. 

19. Until recently there was widespread acceptance amongst statistical agencies that the risks and 
costs posed by deliberate or accidental disclosure outweighed the potential benefits that could be gained 
from providing access to micro-data. This was partly because it was difficult to assess the benefits. But 
advancements in computational capabilities applied to the still rare examples where micro-data held by 
statistical institutions have been made available have demonstrated that these benefits were perhaps 
underestimated.   

20. Indeed it is precisely because it has been possible to better establish these considerable benefits 
that there has been a proliferation of surveys conducted by non-statistical government agencies and the 
private sector in recent years, which in many cases have been conducted to meet the needs of government 
policy makers2. This state of affairs can cause tensions between users and producers of official statistics, 
particularly when the information collected by these supplementary surveys is already collected but not 
provided by official statistics agencies, as these surveys imbue additional costs on the users and the 
respondents, and, so, the economy as a whole, and are often of lower quality than the information held by 
statistical agencies; which carries additional risks as they may result in inappropriate policy measures 
being introduced. Equally, one cannot ignore the risk to statistical offices of being overtaken by events or 
marginalised if users increasingly turn to other data providers. 

                                                      
2. For example, the British Household Panel Survey, conducted by the University of Essex; The International 

Social Survey Programme; The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor; The Establishment Survey on Working 
Time and Work–Life Balance, conducted by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions, and many more.  
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21. These tensions and threats partly explain why many statistics agencies have reviewed their 
positions with respect to micro-data access and, indeed, over the last decade or so, a number of statistical 
offices have begun to or are looking towards a variety of modes through which micro-data could be made 
available. But that is not to say that confidentiality has been compromised. The development of increased 
computational capabilities for analytical purposes has also extended into the domain of statistical 
disclosure control (SDC); meaning that statistics offices now have far greater opportunities and tools at 
their disposal to provide much more detailed data than in the past whilst still preserving confidentiality (see 
Section 4). However it needs to be recognised that the same increase in computing power which has 
advanced SDC techniques is also available to users, and so potential intruders. But to mitigate this there are 
now many successful examples of practices that ensure that users are obliged to comply with any statutory 
obligations that protect individual information from disclosure, for example contracts, statutory 
declarations, and acceptance of institutional responsibility for user practices, and penalties for breaches. 

22. At the same time statistical offices have begun to recognise that providing access to micro-data 
can also benefit the quality and construction of the macro-based statistics that form the typical output of 
statistical offices. Users, for example, through necessity and through their analyses, will be able to identify 
rogue micro-data statistics (errors), and statistical offices, in turn, will be motivated to devote extra 
resources to quality-assure the micro-data that are made accessible and that are used in the production of 
key social and economic indicators published by statistical offices. Moreover, micro-data are increasingly 
being used in research endeavours beyond the original project for which they were gathered, in other 
research fields and in industry. Administrative data, such as employment information, are now used 
extensively in the social sciences, as well as in policy making. Data from public health organisations play a 
growing role in the advancement of life sciences. Similarly, geo-spatial data collected by many different 
government organisations are essential for environmental and other types of research. 

23. Through the experiences of those statistical institutes that have made micro-data accessible and 
through the related studies, the benefits of micro-data analysis are being extended and made more visible. 
Some of the most significant work has been in the general area of understanding the influences on firm 
level productivity and through the associated growth in the significance and benefits of cross country 
comparisons, further benefits could be attained if micro-level statistics were derived through a more 
collaborative coordinated approach that ensured greater harmonisation of concepts and statistics. 

24.  Being both a user and disseminator of data the OECD is well placed to understand both the risks 
inherent in making micro-data available but also the benefits, particularly in the context of international 
analysis. Indeed many research studies now carried out by the OECD involve country level micro-data. In 
this context the OECD is increasingly recognising the potential benefits that could be attained if it were to 
be become a custodian of country micro-data, especially where cross county comparative studies are 
concerned. But the areas in which the OECD has so far been involved, for example innovation data and 
PISA only scratch the surface of the potential use of micro-data; many applications that can complement 
and inform analyses at the macro-level, are possible, including:   

• The measurement of productivity and its determinants; 

•  Innovation – and its benefits, identifying the characteristics of innovative firms and people, etc; 
ICT, R&D - and their benefits. 

• Entrepreneurship – What are the factors of business success? What are the characteristics of high 
growth firms? etc. 

• Poverty abatement – What are the key characteristics of people below the poverty line: race, 
gender, education, region disability etc 
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• Personal Wealth and Income Studies – Which parts of society save most/least?  Who is most 
vulnerable to pension difficulties etc 

• Income inequality – what are the characteristics of people at different ends of the income scale 
etc 

• Employment – Which types of firms create the most employment? Are the self employed 
wealthier/happier than the employed? What determines this? etc   

• Globalisation – Are multinationals more efficient, productive than domestically owned firms? 
Which types of businesses have benefited most from globalisation? What role has outsourcing 
played? Identification and impact assessment of transfer pricing etc 

• Labour Mobility/Migration – Is increased labour mobility a good thing? What are the 
determinants, preconditions for high levels? etc 

• Policy evaluation – What is the impact of fiscal/social policy on its target audience? Does higher 
personal/corporate taxation increase fiscal avoidance and by whom? etc. 

• Environmental issues – Can businesses with higher green credentials prosper? Within similar 
industries who pollutes most/least? Do local policies play a role? etc   

The OECD Feasibility Study 

25.  The growth in the experience at the OECD with coordinating research projects based on micro-
data has, up to now, generally been on a one-off basis, but it has now reached a level where it is time to 
give consideration to establishing a more systematic approach. A first generic proposal for such an 
approach was presented to the OECD Committee on Statistics (CSTAT) in 2004 [STD/CSTAT(2004)12], 
which called for the establishment of a mechanism/framework by which micro-data access and research 
could be coordinated by the OECD. While delegates confirmed the value of micro-data analysis, they were 
also concerned about costs and legal constraints that such a project at the international level would 
encounter. To gain a better understanding of the options and implications of micro-data access and analysis 
at the international level, the Secretary General of the OECD allocated means from the Central Priority 
Fund to carry out a feasibility study in 2006. The CSTAT 2005 meeting also recognised the importance of 
this subject and the coordinating role the OECD could offer and recommended that the OECD organise a 
conference on micro data in 2006 to exchange best practices and explore the role of the OECD in fostering 
work with micro data in OECD member countries.  

26. This report is the outcome of that feasibility study.  It reflects:  

• Interviews conducted with past and present users of micro-data in various OECD Directorates; 

• Literature Reviews; 

• Meetings with micro-data providers on national statistics institutes and other organisations 
involved in micro-data access; 

• Country responses to an OECD Questionnaire on micro-data access;  

• An OECD conference on micro-data access;  

• And an examination of commercial micro-data sets. 
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27. And builds on related work in this field, in particular the UNECE report that established 
guidelines and principles for micro-data access, and which culminated in the report “Guidelines and Core 
Principles for Managing Statistical Confidentiality and Micro-data Access” approved by the Conference of 
European Statisticians (CES) Bureau in February 2006 and endorsed at the 2006 CES meeting. The full 
report is available at http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/ece/ces/2006/6.e.pdf. The 4 key principles 
stemming from this report are as follows (see also Box 1):  

Principle 1: It is appropriate for micro-data collected for official statistical purposes to be used 
for statistical analysis to support research as long as confidentiality is protected. 

Principle 2: Micro-data should only be made available for statistical purposes 

Principle 3: Provision of micro-data should be consistent with legal and other necessary 
arrangements that ensure that confidentiality of the released micro-data is protected. 

Principle 4: The procedures for researcher access (including international organisations, 
government etc) to micro-data as well as the uses and users of micro-data should be transparent 
and publicly available. 

28. Moreover, as further evidence of the OECD’s growing interest in micro-data access and the 
importance it attaches to its role in the advancement of research applications and policy developments, the 
OECD Council recently endorsed an OECD Recommendation, developed under the auspices of the 
OECD’s Committee for Scientific and Technological Policy, concerning “Principles and Guidelines for 
Access to Research Data from Public Funding“, see http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/9/61/38500813.pdf, and 
which are summarily described below (and refer unless otherwise stated to publicly funded micro-data): 

Principles embodied in OECD “Principles and Guidelines for access to research data from public 
funding” 

• Openness - Access to micro-data should be easy, timely, user-friendly. 

• Flexibility- Access mechanisms should reflect unpredictable changes in information technologies 
and the diversity of micro-data and legal systems governing it.  

• Transparency – Meta-data on micro-data, and conditions attached to the use of these data should 
be available in a transparent way, ideally through the Internet.  

• Legal conformity - Data access arrangements should respect the legal rights and legitimate 
interests of all stakeholders, particularly respondents to surveys/censuses. However, 
anonymisation or confidentiality procedures that ensure a satisfactory level of confidentiality 
should be considered by custodians of such data to preserve as much data utility as possible for 
researchers. 

• Protection of intellectual property - Data access arrangements should consider the applicability 
of copyright or of other intellectual property laws that may be relevant to micro-data. 

• Formal responsibility - Access arrangements should promote explicit, formal institutional 
practices, such as the development of rules and regulations, regarding the responsibilities of the 
various parties involved in data-related activities.  
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• Professionalism - Institutional arrangements for the management of research data should be 
based on the relevant professional standards and values embodied in the codes of conduct of the 
scientific communities involved. 

• Interoperability - Access arrangements, should pay due attention to the relevant international data 
documentation standards.  

• Quality – Micro-data should be compliant with explicit quality standards. More specifically, data 
access arrangements should describe good practices for methods, techniques and instruments 
employed in the collection, dissemination and accessible archiving of data to enable quality 
control by peer review and other means of safeguarding quality and authenticity. The origin of 
sources should be documented and specified in a verifiable way. Such documentation should be 
readily available to all who intend to use the data and incorporated into the metadata 
accompanying the data sets. Developing such metadata is important for enabling researchers to 
understand the exact implications of the data sets.  

• Security - Specific attention should be devoted to supporting the use of techniques and 
instruments to guarantee the integrity and security of research data. With regard to security, the 
data, along with relevant meta-data and descriptions, should be protected against intentional or 
un-intentional loss, destruction, modification and unauthorised access in conformity with explicit 
security protocols.  

• Efficiency - One of the central goals of promoting data access and sharing is to improve the 
overall efficiency of scientific research to avoid the expensive and unnecessary duplication of 
data collection efforts.  

• Accountability - The performance of data access arrangements should be subject to periodic 
evaluation. Such evaluations should help to increase the support for open access among the 
scientific community and society at large. Even if gaining clear insight into the cost, benefit and 
performance of data access arrangements will not be an easy task, those in charge of data access 
arrangements should put effort into showing the benefits of open data access to justify and help 
ensure sustained support from all levels of government. 

• Sustainability - Due consideration should be given to the sustainability of access as a key element 
of the micro-data access infrastructure. 

29. As can be seen, the OECD and UNECE documents arrive at the same overall conclusions: 
namely, that statistical offices should strive, whilst recognising legal constraints and country and micro-
data specific factors, to make high quality micro-data accessible to the research community. These 
guidelines provide motivation to, and are embodied in, this report. Indeed, as will be seen, they are fully 
consistent with the conclusions drawn and recommendations made, towards the end of this report, that  
relate more specifically to the mechanisms, including governance rules, by which the OECD can gain 
access to micro-data, and the nature of that micro-data. In this sense, this report tries to achieve the 
following objectives:  

• To investigate the feasibility, benefits and costs, of creating an OECD Centre for micro-data 
access that would:  

− In the first instance, govern the micro-data that is already held in the custody of the OECD 
and which is drawn on for its work across directorates.  
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− Develop governance arrangements that give countries continued assurance that micro-data 
held in the custody of, or accessible by, the OECD is done so in a manner consistent with the 
obligations given to those who provided the information. 

− Assist OECD Directorates in the development of research projects that require access to 
micro-data.  

− Provide the vehicle to increase the OECD’s coverage of micro-data, whether that increase in 
coverage is via remote access processes, where the micro-data is retained within national and 
other international institutions, or whether the micro-data is provided directly to, purchased 
by, or gathered via specific statistical surveys initiated by the OECD, or brought together by 
groups of countries, in the form of disclosive indicators based on micro-data.  

− Increase the impetus for national statistics institutions to make micro-data accessible by 
encouraging the dissemination and sharing of best practice methods by developing practices 
and systems, including codes of practice, that could be transferred to countries that seek to 
extend their own micro-data analytical capability, within their own legal and institutional 
arrangements.  

− To investigate the various options (described below) by which micro-data could be accessed 
by the OECD. 

• The Centre would therefore develop into a unique place where the analysis of key policy and 
statistical issues, requiring international comparisons based on micro-data, could take place to the 
benefit of the OECD and its Member Countries. As such, in time, the Centre could be viewed as 
a clearing-house, of sorts, where Member Countries and researchers, including those in the 
OECD, would be able to submit research proposals, requiring access to micro-data that could be 
facilitated by the Centre. 

2. The Feasibility Study Options  

30. Six options have been formulated and investigated for this feasibility study, described in turn 
below. Each component differs in the amount of costs and resources involved, and whether these are on-
going (as some will have high start-up costs but lower continuation costs), the level of access to 
confidential data and the risks of unintentional disclosure. It is important to note that the options are not 
mutually exclusive. Indeed the recommendations made later in this report conclude that a multi-track 
approach, embodying different options for different countries and data, provides the most realistic and 
practical way forward in the longer term. 

31. The options relate primarily to the different modes of access that can be made and not the data 
acquisition processes themselves. For example, in developing governance rules for the management of 
micro-data the Centre aims to become not only the place where currently available micro-data sets can be 
accessed but also the forum that can govern the collection of new micro-data sets commissioned by the 
OECD and its Member Countries and the access modes to these new data-sets could fall, in theory, under 
any of the 6 feasibility options described in more detail below:   
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Option (I) Decentralised work with longitudinal data 

This is the option that has been followed by OECD in previous longitudinal studies (for example 
by the Science Technology and Industry Directorate (link to Dominique’s work3) and the 
Economics Directorate (link). The OECD plays a role in that it coordinates the research question 
and basic methodology and synthesizes the results. But micro-data are accessed and treated in a 
fully decentralized fashion. This proposal can be seen as a pared-down version of option (IV) 
below, since the OECD is only involved in specifying the nature of the longitudinal data and 
storing the internationally comparable indicators.  

The approach should not be viewed as being restricted to information collected via regular 
surveys. It includes for example one-off surveys with longitudinal questions carried out by NSOs 
under a coordinated research umbrella. The Eurostat project on ‘Factors of Business Success’ 
constitutes one such successful example: an internationally harmonized business survey was 
developed to assess the determinants of success for business start ups. If the OECD Project on 
Entrepreneurship Indicators adopts a similar approach, it would also fall under this category.  

Longitudinal in this context relates to data sets where individuals, or individual units, can be 
tracked over time, whether implicitly as snap shots or panels of datasets with identification 
characteristics available, or explicitly where the data set allows individuals to be selected and 
tracked over time. 

To clarify, and to avoid any potential confusion, the approach is to define social and/or economic 
indicators based on micro-data that in themselves are disclosive. A recent successful example of 
this approach is the development in many OECD countries of Business Demography Indicators 
such as business start-up rates. Eurostat started collecting this information a little over three years 
ago and the OECD in late 2006 also developed complementary indicators that have been the 
subject of data collection across all OECD countries. Importantly, these indicators have met a 
growing policy need without the placing any greater burden on respondents. In effect NSOs and 
International Organisations have been able to develop a new and important product using already 
existing data.   

Option (II)   Decentralised work with indicators based on 'snapshot' information 

This option is similar to (I) in approach but less demanding in terms of national data as no 
longitudinal databases have to be constructed if they do not already exist. The role of the OECD 
in this instance would be to propose and get agreement on indicators that can be constructed from 
pre-existing sources such as business surveys or economic census data at points in time. However 
clearly there is also tremendous scope for dedicated one-off surveys to be co-ordinated through 
the OECD micro-data centre. 

An important fact is that this is not a revolutionary departure from what NSOs do, and have done, 
for many years. GDP and GDP growth rates for example are based to a large extent on a wide 
variety of micro-data, both enterprise and household, governed by a set of rules (the System of 
National Accounts, SNA93). Clearly this is an extreme example since GDP itself will never 
breach disclosure controls whereas many of the indicators that are likely to be defined under this 
option are likely to test SDC to the limit. But it is useful all the same to view this option through 
this perspective to recognise that the proposal is not to create non-disclosive indicators. 

                                                      
3. Proposals for further research along these lines were discussed by SWIC on 17-18 November 2005 

[DSTI/EAS/IND/SWP(2005)15]. 



STD/CSTAT(2007)3/ANN 

 16

This option was also proposed at the OCD Structural Business Statistics Expert meeting on 3-4 
November 2005 and received a positive response from some countries. The construction of 
indicators describing the distribution of already collected variables by detailed industry that was 
proposed at the meeting could constitute a pilot study for this option. For example, the OECD 
already stores data on activity totals (e.g turnover, value-added number of employees) by 
industry sector and size class, and because information on the number of enterprises is available, 
these totals can be readily translated into averages. The proposal therefore is to also include 
information on variances, medians etc, as long as SDC is not compromised.  

The proposal to link trade and business data at the enterprise level (discussed at the OECD Expert 
Meeting on Trade Statistics, 12-14 September 2005) is another example for this option, 
providing, for instance, information on the import and export propensity (by partner country) of 
enterprises by size class. A small Steering Group (BEST) has been set up to take forward this 
activity4.  

Option (III) Special bilateral projects  

This option includes the special case where OECD enters an agreement with one particular 
country to carry out micro-data analysis. A case in point is the study on productivity analysis for 
China put in place by the OECD’s Economics Department: several officials from the National 
Bureau of Statistics spent several weeks at the OECD and analysed, jointly with OECD staff, 
micro data on Chinese firms from the economic census. In other words, micro-data resided at the 
OECD for a limited period of time and under the control of officials from the Chinese National 
Bureau of Statistics 

Option (IV) Coordinated remote access 

The coordinated access model corresponds broadly to the suggestion made by Eric Bartelsman 
(see STD/CSTAT(2004)12 and more recently DSTI/EAS/IND/SWP(2005)12). The model does 
not explicitly call for the actual transmission of data from NSOs to the OECD, rather it envisages 
the transfer of metadata and the creation of a Centre for micro-data that would allow the OECD 
Secretariat to write the programmes that interfaced with micro-data held by NSOs. The end-result 
would therefore be for these programmes to be run by NSOs to produce indicators that were 
disclosive (but, importantly, where the NSO retained the final decision on whether they were 
disclosive or not).   

A variant of this model is the remote-execution process, whereby the interface programme 
specified by the OECD, had in-built SDC methods preventing, to a level of risk agreed with the 
NSO, accidental disclosure, thus minimising the resource burden on the NSO.  

Ideally, but not conditionally, the micro-data made accessible by NSOs could be stored in a 
common format meaning that only one programme interface would be needed (although it would 
still be necessary for the programme interface to reflect national practices for statistical 
disclosure control (SDC), unless a common generic SDC method was developed that satisfied the 
SDC methods in all countries.  

                                                      
4. See http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/46/31/37364147.pdf  
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Option (V) Transmission of micro-data to the OECD 

Examples for such transmission are national data that are provided to OECD (PISA) and 
Eurostat. There is a good model by the University of Minnesota (Integrated Public Use Micro-
data Series, IPUMS) that compiles data on population censuses from various countries (44 
countries have so far submitted census data). Extending these situations significantly would 
require legal agreements to be drawn up with countries relating to data transmission to the OECD 
and how it (and what) could be used. Given the volume of data and its confidential nature this 
option would need to fully explore the costs involved in setting-up and managing such a 
database; particularly concerning its use by OECD staff. One possibility would be to consider 
whether software such as µ and t-Argus, developed by the Dutch Central Bureau of Statistics and 
currently tested by Eurostat, could be used to preserve anonymity/confidentiality of the data sets 
used. 

Option (VI) Commercial data sets 

The above examples are cases where national authorities transmit micro-data to the OECD. 
Another, possibly complementary, approach is to rely on private sources for micro-data. 
Commercial datasets exist for example for business data (such as AMADEUS) that originate 
from business information agencies such as Bureau van Dijk and Dun and Bradstreet. The 
biggest advantage of such datasets is that there are no issues of confidentiality. Disadvantages 
include the sometimes significant cost of purchase and unknown quality of the information.  

3. Questionnaire and OECD Conference 

32. In order to get a better understanding of the feasibility of each of these options, from the 
perspective of NSOs, the OECD Statistics Directorate prepared a Questionnaire seeking their views. This 
section provides a summary of those returns. More detailed information for each country, and the 
Questionnaire, are provided in Annex A.  

33. Subsequent to the Questionnaire the OECD organised a Conference, at Eurostat headquarters, in 
October 20065 to further consider the feasibility of the options, bringing together: users; representatives 
from NSOs (both data providers and legal experts) and international organisations; and experts in the field 
of micro-data access, including representatives from the Luxembourg Income Study, arguably the 
organisation with the richest experience in the field of access to internationally comparable micro-data.       

34. Perhaps not surprisingly the feedback from Conference delegates and respondents to the 
Questionnaire pointed in the same direction, as such, this Section presents these conclusions together. 

The Questionnaire 

Summary 

35. The Questionnaire sent by the OECD complements the Questionnaire sent by UNECE in autumn 
2005 that set out to investigate national practices vis-à-vis the provision of micro-data to international 
organisations and agencies. The synthesis below, both in this summary and in the detailed country 
responses, try to reflect the common position in both the responses to the OECD and UNECE 
Questionnaires.   

                                                      
5. See http://www.oecd.org/document/27/0,2340,en_2649_34233_37502683_1_1_1_1,00.html for a full 

description of the Conference, including papers and presentations. 



STD/CSTAT(2007)3/ANN 

 18

Access is increasing… 

36. Twenty six OECD and two large non-OECD countries responded to the OECD Questionnaire, 
and the common message is a positive one. Although the access mechanisms and the data that can be 
accessed vary considerably across countries, in all but two of the responding countries some form of access 
to micro-data is made available6. This is a good sign as it reflects not only the growing importance of 
micro-data but also the growing willingness of statistics institutions to meet user needs in this regard.  

…..as are the methods of access; remote access solutions in particular  

37. Typically, countries make access available to household survey data with a variety of different 
controls applied to preserve confidentiality, and which vary depending on the dataset, or rather, which vary 
depending on the degree to which an individual respondent can be identified. Most countries, for example, 
make public-use files7 available, and many others go one step further and provide access to anonymised 
files8 whose use is governed by a license or contract stipulating the terms of use. This latter type of file is 
typically made accessible within a research centre. But a not insignificant proportion of countries have 
begun to move towards more accommodative access methods, recognising the geographical constraints and 
impracticalities imposed on researchers having to visit a (safe) research centre9, and these countries have 
begun to or are beginning to experiment with remote access and remote execution solutions.  

Typically household data are made accessible but the legal constraints are usually no different for 
business data 

38. Admittedly most of these developments have taken/are taking place in the area of household 
micro-data but there are some positive implications here nonetheless for business micro-data, since, in all 
but two countries (Portugal and the United Kingdom), the regulations governing micro-data access are, de 
facto, the same for both household and business data. In the UK, business data are protected by national 
legislation (as is the information collected in the ten-yearly census of population) whereas personal data 
have historically been protected by common law10 but, importantly, despite these differences, the UK is 
one of the few countries who are currently able to provide access to their business micro-data (at a 
research-centre). Moreover in Portugal access to household micro-data is in fact more difficult than 
business data, it being illegal in Portugal to disclose personal micro-data. 

                                                      
6. One cannot, of course, rule out the possibility of response bias, in so far that countries that can make access 

available are more likely to respond, but for OECD countries the fact that 26 countries out of 30 responded 
suggests that any such bias will not seriously affect the broader conclusions. 

7. Public Use files take anonymised data (see below) and attempt to reduce the probability that individuals 
can be identified using a variety of SDC methods, such as perturbing or grouping group individuals and 
their responses.  

8. This refers to the case where the key identification characteristics, (such as individual business/person 
name, VAT number, address etc) of micro-level data have been suppressed but where it would still be 
possible to identify individuals given some prior knowledge and information relating to the individuals, 
such as sex, age, ethnicity, turnover etc.  

9. A secure site where outside researchers, who have signed agreements (legal contracts) with the data 
providers that oblige them to maintain the confidentiality of individuals, can access raw or, typically, 
anonymised micro-data.   

10  And more recently also by the pledge given to respondents under the data protection act (whilst they are 
alive). 
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The difference in access between household and business micro-data reflects the difficulty in preventing 
secondary and complementary disclosure, not legal constraints per se 

39. In theory, from a legal perspective, therefore, there appears to be little to differentiate between 
business and household micro-data access. In practice however the actual accessibility of the two different 
types of datasets is very different. Indeed, at the time of writing, only a handful of countries currently 
permit some form of access to business micro-data. Certainly one factor that helps to explain this state of 
affairs is the practical difficulties inherent in preserving confidentiality of individual businesses.  

40. For some household micro-data sets, suppressing the most obvious identification characteristics, 
such as name and exact address, of an individual respondent, can be a relatively robust and simple 
mechanism to preserve anonymity and confidentiality, so long, of course, as the number of other variables 
in their response are limited in number and coverage: for example, postcode, sex, age, ethnicity may be 
sufficient pieces of information to identify a particular individual if the number of individuals living within 
a particular postcode is small, even if name and address are suppressed. But, even in these cases, countries 
employ a variety of methods to overcome such problems, for example by suppressing the secondary key 
identification  variables or individual variable responses or by grouping variables together until the number 
of respondents in a particular variable group is below a certain threshold (that removes or reduces the 
possibility of identification), or, by providing only samples of the full micro-data set (all the while ensuring 
that individuals, and their variables, in the sample data set are drawn from populations above a certain 
threshold).    

41. For business micro-data, particularly in small countries such as Ireland and New Zealand, this 
process is much more challenging and it is, at least partly, the difficulty inherent in this process that has so 
far led to only an, albeit encouraging, handful of countries to begin making such data accessible. But the 
important point to note here is that it is the increased difficulty and the risks associated with disclosure of 
business micro-data that have so far stopped some countries from moving forward in this domain and not 
only the legal constraints, since many of these same countries have been able to make, at least some, 
household micro-data available; the availability of which is governed by, de facto, the same or very similar 
legal constraints. Indeed the response by some countries to the OECD and UNECE Questionnaires 
reflected a view that it was impossible to be able to guarantee non-disclosure in business micro-data sets 
whilst still retaining the essential characteristics (detail) of the micro-data itself. 

42. The fact that this is so is not contentious. Most users recognise that business data and its analyses 
usually imply a focus on a, usually small, sub-group of businesses, be they high-growth, low growth, high 
productivity, dominant, multinational, etc. Although not mentioned in the country returns it is possible that 
complementary disclosure11 may be part of the reason for prudence in the area of business micro-data. 
Cigrang and Schouten12, for example, recognised that it would be very difficult to introduce mechanisms 
that could prevent complementary disclosure from multiple data requests for example; although, that said, 
these comments also apply to household micro-data. 

But some countries have been able to tackle business micro-data access difficulties by identifying and 
creating, a trusted, responsible, educated user network  

                                                      
11. Complementary disclosure occurs when individuals can be identified by combining two micro-data sets, 

each of which but only on their own, preserve confidentiality.    

12. Cigrang, Mark and Barry Schouten (2003) ‘Remote Access Systems for Statistical Analysis of Micro-data’ 
Methods and Informatics Department, Statistics Netherlands. 
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43. But clearly some countries have been able to make inroads in making business micro-data 
accessible and the methods and procedures implemented by these countries could be of enormous benefit 
to those who have yet to make this journey. In most cases, the mechanism used to preserve confidentiality 
is trust, and, so, the onus is placed firmly on users of micro-data. Of course, trust is reinforced by a number 
of measures:  

• Screening users: typically, by ensuring that they are researchers from a respected academic or 
government institution who have been able to demonstrate a strong need and business case for 
requiring access.  

• Training users: some institutions, for example the UK Office for National Statistics, provide 
comprehensive training programmes for users before they are provided with access; programmes 
that included detailed guidance on how to prevent accidental disclosure and the legal 
requirements placed on them.  

• Penalties: legislation in many countries permits severe penalties, including fines and 
imprisonment, on those users who disclose individual respondents in the micro-data. But in 
practice the most severe threat for users is that they and their institutions will have access to the 
micro-data withdrawn, and, often, this includes a threat to ‘name and shame’. Given that, in most 
countries, users and institutions have been previously required to demonstrate a strong need for 
micro-data, withdrawal of access is usually seen by users themselves as the most severe of 
sanctions.  

And these measures have been largely successful 

44. These measures have on the whole been successful, at least over the last two decades (a period of 
time which has seen significant development in SDC techniques) although that is not to say that no 
breaches have occurred, although these have been few and have, at least on the basis of the returns and in 
recent years, always been detected before irreparable damage, namely that relating to the integrity of the 
NSO, occurred. 

45.  Some countries that make micro-data accessible do so only to residents on the grounds that 
criminal penalties can only be effectively applied to residents but the experiences of those countries that 
rely on the threat of withdrawal of access (to screened and trained users) suggest that this is an effective 
and preventative sanction; indeed, again on the basis of the returns, there has been no known case where 
legal action has actually been taken. Indeed one has to recognise that withdrawal sanctions will nearly 
always imply a severe financial cost on the affected institutions; for example: research projects may have 
to be abandoned mid-way; research grants returned; further research grants jeopardised etc. For an 
organisation such as the OECD, which has a significant reliance on voluntary contributions, withdrawal of 
access rights could be catastrophic both financially and in terms of its reputation. 

The Conference  

46. The Conference “Assessing the Feasibility of Micro-Data Access”, held in Luxembourg on the 
26-27 October 2006, was structured into 5 sessions, as described below. The key objectives were set out at 
the outset as: identifying the most feasible way for micro-data to be made accessible; the development of a 
set of governance rules for micro-data management and dissemination, and the creation of an OECD 
micro-data access Centre. (See also footnote 4 above for a full description of the Conference and papers).   



 STD/CSTAT(2007)3/ANN 

 21

• Session 1  -   Applications of micro-data – national and international examples of micro-data 
analysis; benefits; what can micro-data reveal that macro-data cannot and do the messages differ; 
longitudinal micro-data sets and snap-shots, pros and cons; commercial micro-data sets – 
experiences, pros and cons; are these better suited to dealing with globalisation issues such as the 
operations of multi-nationals.  

• Session 2 –  Micro-data access in practice – examples of micro-data access in a national and 
international context:- remote access, safe centres, one-off applications, survey approaches; data 
cleaning, synthetic datasets, and preserving anonymity.  

• Session 3 - The OECD Questionnaire on micro-data – synthesis – conclusions, review of country 
practices; data-content, preferences. Providing an inventory, and comparing sources, of micro-
data – administrative data (registers), surveys, censuses – scope for harmonising indicators. 

• Session 4 -  The OECD feasibility study - A review of the five options: how feasible are they and 
in which countries; an assessment of the feasibility of option (a) focusing on legal and 
technological constraints; results of the pilot study of option (b), co-ordinated remote access; 
standard indicator development (options (c) and (d)) 

• Session 5 - Moving forward and developing an action plan. 

Conference and Questionnaire Conclusions 

47. The country returns to the Questionnaire indicate that statistics institutes are rising to the 
challenge of making micro-data more accessible. At present such access is typically at the level of 
household data where it is clearly easier to preserve confidentiality than is the case for business micro-data. 
But many institutions have begun to address this. Some already make business micro-data accessible and 
many others are investigating and experimenting with a number of approaches.  Two complementary 
approaches, that apply equally to household and business data, seem viable and on the basis of the 
responses to the OECD Questionnaire, most favourable. The first is for statistics institutes to increasingly 
consider the standard and common types of statistics that are produced by users of their micro-data, and, so 
develop and disseminate non-disclosive standard indicators.   

48. The second is to build on the successful practice of some statistical institutions, based on the 
notion of a trustworthy and educated user community who are permitted access but with the threat that 
access for them and their institution will be removed in the case of breaches of confidentiality. It stands to 
reason that in order to maximise the use of their micro-data, statistical institutes should try as far as is 
possible to extend its reach beyond those analysts resident within the national boundaries of the statistical 
office, and so provide access using remote access systems. Indeed, it was the second approach (remote 
access systems) that appealed to many of the countries that responded to the OECD Questionnaire as a way 
of making micro-data accessible to the OECD, albeit in the longer term. A few countries did express a 
preference for providing access within their national borders at safe centres but this, unfortunately, does 
not seem a practical solution for the OECD, with a current membership of 30 countries spanning the globe, 
unless access is granted to a consortium of researchers working collectively under a coordinated umbrella.  

49. Although remote access systems were recognised as being a viable mode for gaining access there 
has also to be a recognition, explicit in the returns of countries and a point further reinforced at the 
Conference, that remote access systems do not currently exist in most countries and that these systems 
would need to be developed over time. This is why remote access systems were generally viewed as being 
a solution for the medium to longer term, conditional on funding being made available within statistics 
offices.  
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50. That said countries recognised that there would be tangible benefits from the OECD developing a 
remote access system in the shorter term with those countries that were currently able to provide access 
along such lines. This was seen as a positive step at the Conference, since it could be viewed as providing 
the first concrete steps towards an OECD-wide system and which would provide a strong motivation for 
other countries to request resources from their Ministries to provide the funding needed to develop remote 
access systems.  

51. However, it was also clear that remote access systems would need to be developed initially with a 
clear policy purpose in mind. An obstacle identified in the returns and at the Conference was the view that 
countries would need to provide access to their micro-data using common formats and variables and 
concepts; a development that would require significant co-ordination by the OECD and a review of source 
data. A review that would need to be undertaken each time a new source of micro-data was made 
accessible. As stated above under option (IV), this was not a pre-requisite since remote access programmes 
could be developed separately for each country but clearly this would require considerable resources up-
front contingent on the possibility that the meta-data in any particularly country might change. 

52. Some countries also indicated that they would be able to provide anonymised micro-data to the 
OECD for storage, usually for a pre-determined period of time. This is clearly an option but one that does 
not seem practical as many countries indicated that they would probably never be able to make such data 
available.  

53. Overall, the returns from countries and feedback from conference delegates expressed a strong 
preference for options (I) and (II) where the research target was co-ordinated by an OECD Centre for 
micro-data access. Remote access solutions were recognised as being, arguably, the preferred access-mode, 
reflecting the lower burden on statistical offices over the medium term, particularly if workable remote-
execution methods could be developed, but, at the same time, it was recognised that such developments 
would need to be considered at a later date as providing a more general solution for access to most 
countries.  

54. There was some concern that remote-access solutions might impose relatively large burdens on 
statistical offices, (since results would need to be screened before being returned to the OECD centre), 
although the experience of the Luxembourg Income Study, that is able to process and return 100s of 
requests per day, suggested that the burden might not be onerous.  
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Box 2. Pilot Study Proposal 

A proposal was made at the Conference for a pilot-study to examine remote access systems but in order for this to become a 
reality, funding would need to be made available both within the OECD and within NSOs. Two technical approaches lend themselves 
to this process, summarily described below and in more detail in Annex D.  

• A web interface with custom built or commercial software that provides any kind of statistical and tabular results. These 
interfaces provide on-line processing and do not involve human intervention. 

•  The other, much more common, system consists of an e-mail interface allowing users to send their programs as part of 
the body of the e-mail. These systems can accept programs written with standard statistical packages such as SAS, 
SPSS and STATA. These e-mail based systems process user requests in batch mode and the provision of results back to 
the user is dependent on human intervention that ensures anonymity is preserved (and in some cases these are 
supplemented by automated checks, such as those described above or even by restricting the size of results files to a 
certain maximum) 

The proposal is for the OECD to engage with 2, 3 or possibly 4 statistical institutions to test the pilot the feasibility of adopting 
such a remote access approach, with recent or historic data if historic data was more accessible. As a first step therefore the study 
proposes the exploration of whether access could be given to two periods of micro-data used in the construction and transmission of 
structural business statistics that are already made available to the OECD Statistics Directorate. The variables collected in this 
exercise are described below 

• Turnover • Sales of tangible investment goods 
• Production at producers’ prices and/or factor costs • Employment, number of persons engaged and number of 

employees 
• Value added at basic prices and/or factor costs • Employment, number of females employees 
• Gross operating surplus • Employment, number of employees in full time equivalent units 
• Total purchases of goods and services • Hours worked by employees 
• Change in stocks of goods and services • Compensation of labour, all persons engaged and employees 
• Purchases of energy products  • Wages and salaries, all persons engaged and employees 
• Gross investment in tangible goods • Other employers’ social contributions, employees 
• Gross investment in land • Number of enterprises and/or establishments 
• Gross investment in machinery and equipment • Value added at basic prices and/or factor costs 

The information is made available at the 4 digit International Standard of Industrial Classification (ISIC) Revision 3, and for most 
countries data is also broken down into the following enterprise employment size-classes: 1-9 ,  10-19 ,  20-49 ,  50-99 ,  100-199 ,  
200-249 ,  250-499 ,  500-999 ,  1000+. 

As a first step the OECD would develop access methods and dissemination software tools that ensured that the simple results 
based on the variables and industry/size class breakdowns described above were consistent with those already provided to the 
OECD as part of their structural business statistics returns; in other words that replicated the disclosure tools already put in place by 
statistical offices. The second step would be to develop additional indicators describing the distribution of each cell available in 
structural business statistics returns, describing 95% confidence intervals and variances and, depending on the number of individual 
observations, medians. Step 3 would be dependent on the ability to link individuals and so create a longitudinal dataset (over two or 
possibly more periods) that would allow the testing of regression coefficients and the development of longitudinal indicators such as 
turnover, output, value-added etc growth ranges, and indicators relating to business demography such as birth, death, survival and 
high-growth enterprise rates; where it might be necessary to introduce additional confidentiality mechanisms such as global recoding.  
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4. Statistical Disclosure Control Techniques – Synthetic Data, Tabular Disclosure Control  

55. An area of research that was not covered in the Questionnaire or during the Conference was the 
potential for synthetic data13 or other disclosure control methods, such as the introduction of random noise 
or other forms of perturbation to mask individuals; methods that are especially relevant in the context of 
creating public use files. This area of research is progressing rapidly and has been, and continues to be 
tackled in the UNECE/Eurostat Work Sessions on Statistical Data Confidentiality14 that provides a forum 
for the discussion of SDC techniques, and by the CASC15 (Computational Aspects of Statistical 
Confidentiality) group. 

56. Synthetic datasets offer considerable promise but it seems fair to say that the level of expertise 
within most NSOs is not yet at a level where co-ordinated activities across many, if not most, OECD 
countries can yet be tackled, certainly very few NSOs have yet investigated this approach. The US Census 
Bureau and US Social Security Administration have been involved in an effort to develop a synthesised 
micro-data file containing linked US Social Security Administration earning data and the Census Bureau’s 
Survey of Income and Program Participation data, and in 2005 the Census Bureau approved the release of 
partially synthetic data (On the Map), which shows a set of maps where people live and work, 
accompanied by reports on age, earnings, industry, distributions, etc (see 
http://lehd.dsd.census.gov/led/datatools/onthemap.html) and the US Census Bureau and researchers from 
Duke University are collaborating on a development of synthetic public use data sets for longitudinal 
establishment data from the Census Bureau’s Longitudinal Employer-Household Dynamics (see Kinney 
and Reiter, 2006).  

57. In the longer term it might be possible to replicate these developments in other countries but 
much work and testing remains to be done, and one cannot ignore the limitations inherent in any type of 
synthetic data. Kinney and Reiter themselves for example recognise that “It is not expected that every 
possible analysis will be valid in the synthetic data”.  

58. Access methods that allow users to calculate and receive regression coefficients, typically the key 
area of interest for users requiring micro-data access, also provide a promising avenue for exploration. 
However, even here, serious challenges exist for guaranteeing confidentiality. A determined intruder for 
example could specify a regression model with N individuals and another with the same N individuals plus 
another individual (that the intruder is interested in). As long as N was large enough the regression 
coefficients for both cases N and N+1 are likely to satisfy conventional SDC requirements but by 
differencing, the intruder would be able to identify the responses of the targeted individual. Developing 
SDC methods that prevented this, whilst retaining some flexibility for users, would be virtually impossible. 
That said it is also important to recognise that the problems described above for regression techniques are 
not unique to this access-mode. This form of complementary disclosure will always be an issue where 
NSOs allow users to access micro-data. For example an intruder with access to a Research Data Centre 
could identify individuals in exactly the same way. The mechanisms used to prevent this of course are 
those described above – screening and penalties – and these could be just as effectively applied in the 
dissemination of regression coefficients. 

                                                      
13. Synthetic data is typically created by generating a synthetic data set that has many of the properties of the 

original data set, based on sequential regressions. Using the original data a regression model is derived for 
a given variable, which is then imputed on the basis of the regression. This is repeated for all variables thus 
creating the synthetic dataset. 

14. See for example http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/2005.11.confidentiality.htm  

15. The CASC homepage is http://neon.vb.cbs.nl/casc/  
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59. Other methods exist for making micro-data safe too, such as the addition of random noise and 
perturbation, but like synthetic data there is a probability that the data itself might be perturbed too far in 
some cases and for some analyses, such that the wrong policy conclusion was drawn, although the 
literature suggests that these risks are small; albeit partly because the modified sets were optimised to help 
answer a pre-determined policy question/s. 

60. It is in recognition of these possibilities that Tabular disclosure methods, such as that being 
developed by the CASC project, such as τ-Argus and µ-Argus, offer considerable promise, as these 
techniques provide detailed (aggregated) micro-data where the NSO always retains control. These 
approaches reduce the risk of identification, whilst attempting to maximise the detail of information 
provided, by applying numerical techniques to the micro-data, typically via limited aggregation, before 
access is granted. Public access micro-data files are the best example of this type of access. The types of 
numerical techniques used are varied, for example: 

a) Top and bottom coding - that is, applying a threshold(s) to a continuous variable to cluster 
individuals above or below these thresholds; 

b) Global recoding - that is, collapsing the domain of a categorical variable into a set with fewer 
elements; for example by collapsing the number of regions from 20 to 10 say. 

c) Local suppression - that is, the replacement of a one or more values of key variables showing low 
frequency of occurrence with missing values; 

d) Post Randomization - that is a sort of ‘misclassification’ introduced in some categorical variables 
by means of a known predefined Markov transition probability. 

61. All these methods reduce the probability of record-identification but, in practice, they do not 
always eliminate the probability and, so, where the level of detail provided is high, mutual agreements, 
such as those described above with punitive powers embodied, are still needed between users and 
providing institutions. 

5. Commercial Data Sources 

62. It has not been possible within the scope of this study to investigate all types of private sector 
sources, since the sheer number of these databases is too immense. Instead this study has focussed on 
private sector business datasets, specifically AMADEUS and ORBIS two complementary business datasets 
maintained and provided by Bureau Van Dijk Electronic Publishing. These databases report balance sheet 
information millions of companies, on both a consolidated and an unconsolidated basis. Additional 
variables include employees and some relevant classification characteristics such as code of economic 
activity, location and company size class.  

63. The main reason for the focus on these datasets is the OECD interest in them; an interest recently 
confirmed by the OECD’s Economics Directorate and Centre for Tax Policy Administration decision to 
purchase a license to use AMADEUS in the context of an ongoing project on "Taxes and Economic 
Growth".  

64. Whilst Amadeus covers businesses operating in Europe ORBIS has a much wider coverage but at 
the same time, and as a consequence, is generally thought to have a larger degree of incomparability, 
although for OECD countries the quality of information is likely to be as good in ORBIS as it is in 
AMADEUS.  
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65. AMADEUS is a firm-level data set containing financial information on a very large number of 
public and private companies in 38 European countries. The full dataset contains about 9 million 
companies but the module purchased by the OECD contains about 1.5 million larger companies. Typically 
the 1.5 million company database for the UK, Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Ukraine and Russia reflects 
companies with operating revenue of at least 1.5 million €, total assets equal to at least 3 million € and 
number of employees equal to at least 20. For all other countries the threshold is an operating revenue of at 
least 1 million €, total assets of at least 2 million € and number of employees of at least 15.   

66. This reveals in a nutshell one of the concerns and perhaps reasons why private sector databases 
have seen relatively limited use, at least by official bodies, in particular NSOs (although they are having a 
growing role in the context of defining statistical units, such as enterprises and enterprise groups). Namely 
the fact that the quality of the data and the comparability across countries is often limited. But the 
perceptions related to quality extend beyond just threshold comparability of course, key in this context are 
the definitions used for the actual variables collected, which are typically thought to be less harmonised 
than those collected from official survey sources; although the comparability of national and international 
accounting standards suggests that these concerns may be overstated. Other issues relate to the industrial 
classification of businesses and potential biases in the coverage of businesses. Unlike official business 
surveys for example which are typically drawn from business registers, and then grossed up, using 
different stratifying variables, to provide totals for different sub-classes and the economy as a whole, 
private business sources typically reflect the population of enterprises within a country that meet the 
requirements for inclusion, usually an administrative requirement, such as registration at a chamber of 
commerce, or activity above a certain threshold meaning that the coverage of certain sectors and especially 
smaller enterprises may not be consistent across countries. 

67. But it would be unfair to use these criticisms as reasons not to use private business data, certainly 
when one considers their widespread use amongst the business community and many researchers. Official 
data sources on structural business statistics for example also have certain limitations, certainly when 
considered in an international context. All countries for example have de facto thresholds below which 
certain businesses are excluded. Typically these are based on administrative thresholds such as VAT 
thresholds, or status, such as unincorporated versus incorporated businesses. Moreover even at the variable 
level, despite the clear rules that define them, differences arise at the international level. Value-added is a 
good example of this, some countries for example display SBS data using the Census concept of value-
added (Output minus intermediate consumption of goods), rather than the System of National Accounts 
SNA93 definition and the price basis varies between basic and producer prices. 

68.  Moreover the inescapable fact is that private business databases provide, for most countries, the 
only possible source to access firm-level micro-data and certainly the only mechanism to pool firms across 
countries. Additionally they provide in many countries, whether access is permitted in a particular country 
or not, the only possible means with which to create longitudinal panels; certainly for smaller enterprises. 
Most countries, for example, have not organised their source data to enable longitudinal analyses, even 
though their directories have long facilitated such studies, (that said recent years have seen some valuable 
initiatives, such as that in the UK’s (ONS) micro-data research laboratory, to create such records). Official 
business surveys in this regard are somewhat hampered as businesses (especially small) are selected on the 
basis of a rotating sample to minimise response burdens; meaning that intensive studies of newly created 
enterprises (which typically start small) are limited. These alone are very good reasons why any 
consideration of micro-data access should take in private business databases.   
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69. A full assessment of private business sources, carried out by Stefano Menghinello (from ISTAT, 
the Italian Statistical Office) is attached as an annex (E) to this report. The key finding from this 
assessment is that greater benefits could be attained from these private business sources, particularly if 
their quality is improved by using them in conjunction with official structural business statistics and 
business register information. The recommendation in this annex is to link private business data to official 
statistics using common key codes, based on industry classifications, size classes and location (region). 
Indeed much of this work can be done within the OECD, conditional on resources being provided. 

6. Feasibility Study Conclusions 

70. Clearly, with the exception of Option (V), all of the 6 options investigated in the feasibility study 
are ‘feasible’ in the strictest sense of the word, albeit with some exceptions for some countries. But the 
feedback from countries, via the Questionnaire and the Conference, points at the very least to an intrinsic 
time-dependency of some of the options and that countries will generally seek to extend access through 
country, before seeking cross country, initiatives. 

Remote Access/Execution Solutions 

71. Certainly countries were on the whole enthusiastic about the possibilities afforded by remote-
access and remote-execution methods but this enthusiasm was tempered with the reality that very few 
countries were yet able to provide access using such means. Moreover there was some concern over the 
resources that NSOs would need to devote to the development of such systems. Further concerns were 
expressed relating to the resources needed to provide on-going support to remote access systems once they 
were operational. There was a recognition that remote execution systems lessened the need for resources 
within NSOs to monitor user output but this was offset with the greater risks implied for disclosure. 

72.  Many countries also felt it would have been better if the OECD had approached the question of 
remote-access systems with a specific objective and micro-data source in mind as the levels of disclosure 
and intruder risk varied significantly across data-sets complicating the discussion.  

73. On a more positive note however, NSOs recognised that remote access and/or execution systems 
were part of the future and that in the medium term many more NSOs were likely to provide access to 
varying forms of micro-data in this way. The OECD was encouraged therefore to conduct a pilot study in 
this area with a small group of volunteer countries in order to establish technical solutions to this issue as 
well as in the development of rules/guidelines that might be universally accepted as providing a high level 
of confidence that confidentiality could be maintained; as described in Box 1 above.   

74.  In summary therefore, it is clear that remote solutions provide considerable potential in the field 
of micro-data. However at present the scope for developing such access modes between the OECD and a 
significant number of OECD countries is limited. The OECD will attempt to launch a pilot-study in this 
area, conditional on there being 3 volunteer countries and, of course, funding to examine this option in a 
much more detailed manner than has been possible in this study. The proposal made in this paper is to 
investigate this option further, focusing on structural business data that, ideally, was longitudinal so that 
business dynamics, and productivity growth, as well as business structures could be investigated. The ideal 
scenario would be the development of remote-execution programmes, thus minimising the resources 
needed in NSOs to monitor outputs, and so a set of SDC rules would need to be developed. From the outset 
the approach should be to use SDC techniques that err on the side of caution, meaning that dominance and 
threshold rules should be set at least as high, and possibly higher, than they currently are in NSOs. 
Concurrent with this will be the need to develop contracts governing the use of the micro-data access tools, 
in the first instance for OECD staff but that have more general applicability.   
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75. At the Conference the OECD requested that delegates provided the OECD with the disclosure 
rules used in their countries as a guide to the OECD developing common disclosure rules. The request was 
made with the full understanding that no country rules would be made public, since in many countries the 
rules themselves were confidential. Very few countries were able to comply with this request but, 
fortunately, the table below, collected by Eurostat and which is publicly available, as part of its structural 
business statistics process, demonstrates the typical commonality of rules in most countries used in 
presenting data in a tabular format. Moreover, despite the fact that the rules below pertain to SBS they are 
likely to be as relevant to SDC methods in other data domains, meaning that it should be possible to 
develop a common generic set of rules that governs the provisions of micro-data (albeit in a tabular 
aggregated form).  

76. Structural business statistics data cells are typically declared confidential if the following criteria 
are satisfied:  

• The number of units below a minimum threshold. This number is always strictly more than two: 
if data concerning two units were disseminated, each unit would have easy access to the other’s 
confidential data. 

• The data are such that one or more unit(s) dominate a variable by a percentage above a given 
rate. This criterion may be examined for a fixed variable (usually turnover), where any cells that 
include this unit, irrespective of the variable, are suppressed. The rule may also be applied on a 
variable by variable basis.  

• The data are such that the user can estimate the reported value of some respondent too accurately. 
Such disclosure occurs, and the data is declared confidential, if upper and lower estimates for the 
respondent’s value are closer to the reported value than a pre-specified percentage, p (the p% 
rule). Although none of the countries that responded to the Eurostat survey implement this rule. 
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Cells/Data are not published 
Country The number of units is 

strictly less than: The largest units dominate the total by more than… 

Belgium 3 80% of turnover 
Czech Republic 3 70% for each variable 

Denmark 3 80% of turnover 
Germany 3 85% evaluated for several variables 

Estonia 3 Dominance for turnover, gross investment in tangible goods and 
personnel costs 

Spain 4 No dominance criterion in practice 
Greece 3 No dominance criterion 
France 3 85% of turnover 

Ireland 3 
80% for one unit 
90% for two units 

Evaluated for 5 or 6 variables 
Italy 3 No dominance criterion 

Cyprus   

Latvia 4 80% of net total turnover for one unit 
90% of net total turnover for two units 

Lithuania 3 70% for one unit 
85% for two units 

Luxembourg 4 85% of VA  for one and two units 
Hungary 4 No dominance criterion 

Malta   

Netherlands 
4 

3 for personnel costs and 
related variables 

70% evaluated for each variable 
80% for personnel costs and related variables 

Austria 4 No dominance criterion 
Poland   

Portugal 3 No dominance criterion 
Finland 3 Dominance criterion depending on variable 

Slovenia   
Slovakia 3 90% for one unit 

Sweden 3 75% of turnover for one unit 
90% of turnover for two units 

United Kingdom Confidentiality rules are 
confidential Confidentiality rules are confidential 

77. It needs to be recognised however that even with these developments (tools and rules) there will 
still be some countries whose legal restrictions will prevent access from OECD and other non-resident 
users, for example Denmark. The opening up of access to these countries will need to be developed on a 
separate track, bringing in different OECD Directorates, especially the OECD’s Legal Services section.  

Transmission of micro-data to the OECD 

78. The provision of micro-data to the OECD is not feasible. Very few countries expressed a 
willingness to consider this option at all, and those that could, would be able to do so only for a limited set 
of micro-data.  
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Special bilateral projects  

79. This option received much the same response as did the transmission of micro-data to the OECD, 
moreover it would be fair to say that carrying out international studies, using data accessed in this way for 
a large number of countries within the OECD would present severe logistical difficulties, and so this too is 
not considered feasible as a general solution. That is not to say however that the approach does not have 
merit, clearly it does, as the OECD China Study16 indicated but in these cases (individual country studies) 
the need for a coordinated approach, under the umbrella of a Centre say, is redundant. 

Decentralised work with longitudinal data and Decentralised work with indicators based on 'snapshot' 
information 

80. Options (I) and (II), reflecting decentralised work, where NSOs work within a research 
consortium to develop disclosive indicators based on micro-data, received the most support from countries. 
Indeed this approach to some extent already reflects the modus-operandi of the OECD in the area of micro-
data access.  

81. The OECD recently launched a study for example to access and analyse innovation data, see ( ). 
A consortium of researchers, many affiliated to NSOs, has been put together by the OECD with the 
specific intention of developing common disclosive indicators based on innovation micro-data held in 
NSOS and at Eurostat. This work is still in its early stages but good progress is being made. Researchers 
within the consortium are typically residents in the country for which they are responsible for providing the 
indicators, meaning that each researcher is typically able to satisfy the user-access requirements in place in 
their country. The OECD’s main role is to coordinate the work of the researchers such that the specific 
research objectives are met by organising fora to discuss the project and its progress and to specify the 
indicators and, indeed, to share common solutions such as the development of software programs (SAS, 
SPSS etc) that allow researchers to analyse and construct the indicators. Many indictors have been 
specified in the project, the key indicators are listed below:  

                                                      
16 See, “Economic Survey of China 2005” OECD, published in September 2005. 
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Key simple innovation indicators Breakdown 

1. Number of firms that introduced a product innovation Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

2. No. of firms that introduced a process innovation Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

3. No. of firms that introduced either a product or a process 
innovators (“innovative firms”) Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

4. No. of firms that developed in-house technological innovations 
(product or process) Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

5. No. of firms that introduced a new-to-market product innovation Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

6. No. of firms that introduced a marketing innovation Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

7. No. of firms that introduced an organisational innovation Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

8. No. of firms that introduced a non-technological innovation 
(marketing or organisational) Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

9. Total expenditures on innovation [as a % of total turnover)] Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

10. Expenditure on innovation by type of expenditure (machinery 
acquisition, external knowledge, R&D, etc) [as a % of total 
expenditure on innovation] 

Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

11. Share of turnover from product innovations [as a % of 
turnover] Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

12. Share of turnover from new-to-market product innovations [as 
a % of turnover] Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

13. No. of firms that performed R&D Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

14. No. of firms that performed R&D on a continuous basis Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

Key Policy relevant characteristics  

15. No. of firms that were active on international markets (outside 
the home country) Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

16. No. of firms that received public financial support for 
innovation Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

17. No. of firms that collaborated in innovation activities Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

18. No. of firms that collaborated with universities/higher 
education or government research institutes Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

19. No. of firms that collaborated with foreign partners on 
innovation Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

20.  No. of firms that applied for one or more patents (to protect 
innovations) Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

Denominator used for calculating shares  

Number of firms Total economy (all firms), SMEs, large firms, Manufacturing, Services 

Number of SMEs Manufacturing, Services 

Number of large firms Manufacturing, Services 
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82. Another good example of this process that involved statistical offices preparing new official 
statistics reflects the now standard dissemination of structural business statistics data. It was not so long 
ago that such statistics were not commonly disseminated, indeed their primary purpose, was to serve as an 
input into the national accounts or to assist government industrial policy. But, in response to user requests 
for more detailed information on industry output, turnover, employment, profits etc, these statistics are 
now widely disseminated with well established rules that prevent disclosure (see table above). Clearly in 
some, particularly small, countries these rules mean that the data on some industries are suppressed and not 
made available but users recognise and understand the reasons for this.  However it is possible to go 
considerably further in this direction by providing new indicators that continue to respond to user needs 
whilst all the while preserving confidentiality. For example, many statistics institutes17 could, in theory, 
readily provide the following set of indicators to complement their structural business statistics, 
disaggregated by 2, 3 or 4 digit industry groupings and perhaps size class:  

• (Hirschman-Herfindhal) concentration indices by 2, 3 or 4 digit industry groupings; 

• Labour productivity, 95% confidence intervals by 2,3 4 digit groupings and size class; and 
arguably maximum and minimums too;  

• Labour/Capital ratios, 95% confidence intervals by 2,3 4 digit groupings and size class; and 
arguably maximum and minimums too;  

• Business Demography statistics, on birth, death and survival rates (an area that has already seen 
significant expansion particularly in EU countries), high growth enterprise rates, gazelle rates.   

• Standard regression coefficients, for example linking output to labour and capital using KLEMS’ 
type production functions say, that allow for the possibility of differentiating between different 
types of businesses; in particular institutional status and ownership structure. 

83. Clearly not all of these indices could be produced for all sectoral/size-class breakdowns. 
Concentration indices for a sector with only 2 or 3 businesses would not, for example, guarantee non-
disclosure. But suppressing these cases would still mean that a significant set of standard indicators could 
still be provided to the great benefit of users.   

Commercial data sets 

84. Private business data sets clearly offer significant benefits in the context of micro-data, and not 
just because issues of confidentiality do not arise. The key concern relates to quality but these concerns 
may be overstated, certainly when set in the context of the benefits that could be derived from using them. 
Moreover, Annex (E) sets out a framework, using official data sources, by which many of the quality 
concerns could be mitigated. The outcome would be a comprehensive, quality assured database, consistent 
with national totals and sub-totals of key economic indicators that would prove invaluable in dynamic 
studies. Certainly for studies that require the pooling of national micro-data these private business 
databases, such as AMADEUS, provide, currently, the only mechanism. Additionally these databases 
arguably provide one of the best current mechanisms to study the dynamics of multi-nationals.   

                                                      
17. Indeed just such an approach has been undertaken by academics, see for example Bartelsman, Haskel and 

Martin, 2006, “Distance to Which Frontier?”  
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7. A centre for micro-data access 

85. The idea of a Centre for micro-data access that acted as a repository of significant volumes of 
micro-data from OECD countries is clearly premature. The feedback from the Conference and the 
Questionnaire was clear in this regard. However there remain very clear benefits that could be derived 
from the establishment of a unit within the OECD that acted as the focal point for micro-data access and 
management. A unit that co-ordinated and provided a facility for micro-data access within the OECD, 
developing set of rules applicable to micro-data uses at the OECD from a single focal point. The 
distinction between a Centre and a Unit or focal-point is a subtle but important one. The original thinking 
behind the Centre was for a Centre in the truest sense of the word, one that provided access to micro-data 
and whose coverage of datasets was likely to grow over time. This may still happen but there are many 
uncertainties along the way and so it seems more appropriate to differentiate between what can be done 
now and what might be possible in the future by making this distinction between a focal point and a 
Centre.   

Accessing Eurostat micro-data 

86. In the first instance a clear benefit could be derived in the relationship between the OECD and 
Eurostat’s own research centre where data on four specific areas18 are currently made accessible. The 
experience of the OECD in attempting to access data from Eurostat suggests that the creation of a 
recognised and formal body, such as the OECD micro-data unit, that satisfies, and is recognised as doing 
so by Eurostat, the requirements for being granted access to this data would be of considerable benefit to 
OECD researchers. 

87. At present, for each specific project, OECD staff are required to submit research proposals to 
Eurostat that demonstrate a need for access to the data, whilst at the same time establishing the credentials 
and integrity of the OECD as an organisation to whom access can be granted. Two different research 
groups with the OECD have recently been granted access to the research centre to gain access to CIS and 
EU-SILC data but the process has been lengthy (6 months). The rationale for this lengthy process is 
justifiable and well understood by the OECD, as ultimately the process is designed to maintain the integrity 
of the Eurostat safe centre and indeed the integrity of NSOs who provide data to the Eurostat safe centre.  

88. However it is worthwhile to explore options that might allow this process to be accelerated. 
Particularly, as seems likely, the range of data made available at the Eurostat centre, and the requests from 
the OECD, grow. One such option is the creation of an OECD Unit for micro-data that could be given 
access to the micro-data on an on-going basis, and which would be responsible for ensuring that any 
subsequent use of the micro-data by OECD staff would be governed by the OECD Unit, based on a formal 
understanding between the OECD and Eurostat stipulating the terms, conditions and sanctions that would 
be applied to OECD staff using the micro-data.  

                                                      
18. The current legal framework enables access to anonymised micro-data available at Eurostat only for 

scientific purposes. The release of the data sets to researchers is governed by Commission Regulations 
831/2002 and 1104/2006 implementing Council Regulation 322/97 on access to confidential data for 
scientific purposes. The EU-SILC micro-data set has its own Regulation 1177/2003 but also follows the 
above Regulations. The following micro-data sets are currently accessible: ECHP (European Community 
Household Panel); LFS (Labour Force Survey); CIS (Community Innovation Survey); EU-SILC (European 
Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions). The CVTS (Continuing Vocational Training Survey) 
and SES (Structure of Earnings Survey) are planned to follow.  
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89. These terms and conditions, taken partly from the OECD request for micro-data could take the 
following form:  

The staff involved in the research are committed to following the OECD rules governing   
confidentiality of data used in their activities and the associated results of these activities. These 
rules include those embodied in the OECD’s "Quality framework and guidelines for OECD 
statistics" which establishes several principles governing the use of data and the integrity of 
officials using the data, and specifically mentions the importance of confidentiality protection.  

The OECD comprises many different Directorates, and, so, research units. Applications for a 
specific micro-data set to the OECD Unit for Micro-Data, by a research unit will provide access 
only to those individuals and/or research unit, authorised to access the specified dataset. This is 
to ensure that no data will be passed between different research units within the OECD. 

In addition to these rules and principles staff members seeking authorisation to use confidential 
data will sign a declaration, asserting that they will comply with the following rules for data 
access: 

− Data access is restricted to authorised staff members, and under no circumstances should 
authorised persons provide access to non-authorised persons. Authorised in this context 
refers explicitly to a specific dataset. 

− Lists of individual records must not be kept on portable processing or storage devices 

− Confidential data must be stored in safe environments, on servers or systems such that the 
data is not accessible to non authorised persons, and, only for the duration of the research 
project  

− No attempt must be made to identify individual cases 

− Research results will be fully scrutinised by research project members, and the OECD 
Centre, to ensure that  anonymity of individuals is preserved 

The researcher acknowledges having been informed that any breach of these rules is a serious 
violation of her/his duties that will lead to disciplinary proceedings in accordance with the 
general rules applied to OECD staff members. 

90. That is not to say of course that the Unit for Micro-data Access would be given carte-blanche 
access to all micro-data sets as they became available. It seems inevitable that a separate application would 
be needed each time access was requested for a new data-set, as, different countries within the Eurostat 
confidentiality committee may decide to make some of their national micro-data accessible and not others.  

91. Clearly there is a danger that this process could provide a back-door mechanism for the OECD 
Unit for micro-data access (UMDA) to become a repository of Eurostat micro-data. That is not the 
intention. To avoid this possibility the UMDA could guarantee that any data made accessible and available 
to OECD researchers would only be made accessible during the life-time of any designated project and 
destroyed as soon as the project had been completed.  



 STD/CSTAT(2007)3/ANN 

 35

92. However some projects may require on-going access and the continual destruction and request 
for data would be an unnecessary strain on resources in the OECD and Eurostat. In these circumstances it 
seems preferable for the OECD and Eurostat to work towards a more pragmatic mechanism. This report 
will not attempt to describe in detail how that mechanism should be shaped, since it requires a dialogue 
between the OECD, Eurostat and Member Countries. Rather it merely tries to reinforce the importance of 
finding a mechanism that minimises the workload of both Eurostat and the OECD in this context, whilst all 
the while guaranteeing that data is made accessible according to the highest SDC and legal standards. At 
the very least the recognition of the UMDA as the key conduit for data access should on its own prove to 
be of benefit and the OECD and Eurostat are encouraged to explore this possibility.  

A Conduit to facilitate access 

93. From the conclusions it is clear, in the short-term at least, that the OECD should attempt to 
access micro-data by encouraging the creation of new indicators that meet policy makers needs (Options 
(I) and (II)). As such it seems sensible for the OECD UMDA to act as a conduit through which these 
requests could be made. That is not to say however that all requests need necessarily go through the 
UMDA. The OECD has many Committees and Working Parties that have well established networks of 
researchers, both in official government institutions, such as statistics institutes and the academic 
community, and it would be counter-productive if the UMDA sought to centralise these networks, as it 
would run the risk of creating an unnecessary barrier between policy makers and data providers, including 
researchers who already have access to national micro-data sets.  

94. But not all data developments are conducted in this way and, indeed, many initiatives needed by 
OECD Committees require the establishment of new networks of individuals with data access. It is in these 
areas that an OECD UMDA could be of benefit. Policy makers and analysts could submit proposals to the 
UMDA which would then be tasked with establishing or supporting the development of these networks in 
coordination with national statistics offices and other data providers. Ideally the spin-off from any such 
proposal would be the creation of new national statistics that could be developed and published by NSOs 
on an on-going basis, recalling that the proposals would be limited to the creation of indicators that were, 
in themselves, disclosive.  

95. An important, though not pre-requisite, input into this process would be for the UMDA to 
become a repository of meta-data relating to micro-data that could be made accessible in OECD countries. 
In the first instance such meta-data could be restricted to datasets commonly requested for OECD projects, 
such as structural business statistics, innovation data, R&D data, labour market statistics and subsequent 
requests for meta-data could be made to the Statistics Committee. This information would be an important 
starting point, illustrating exactly what information was available across countries.   

96. The UMDA could also become the repository for information on micro-data already held within 
various OECD Directorates, even if the micro-data itself remained under the management of the separate 
substantive Directorates. 

Medium Term Goals for a Centre 

97. In the medium to longer term it is possible that the UMDA could develop into a fully-fledged 
Centre, where data was accessed remotely. An important first step in this context is the pilot study to 
investigate remote access techniques, as described earlier in this report. The pilot study would clearly need 
to establish access rules and SDC techniques to guarantee confidentiality even if access was achieved 
remotely with SDC methods also being applied at the national level before indicators were returned.  
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8. Recommendations 

98. A number of recommendations can be inferred from the above. For clarity these are provided as 
bullet points below:  

Short-Term  

• The OECD should establish an OECD Unit for micro-data access (UMDA) that acts as the 
conduit for requests and support for access to micro-data held in National and International 
Statistics Offices and other institutions that act as repositories for official statistics.  

• The OECD and Eurostat should explore options, in particular the creation of an OECD UMDA, 
that can reduce the administrative burden on both institutions related to the provision of access to 
micro-data held in Eurostat’s safe centre.  

• National Statistics Offices are encouraged to provide meta-data, listing all variables held and time 
period covered, to the OECD on the following data sets: Structural business statistics – including 
business surveys and censuses; Business Registers; Labour Market Statistics; Innovation surveys; 
and R&D surveys, with subsequent requests for meta-data made to the Statistics Committee or 
assimilated as information becomes available from other OECD activities related to micro-data. 

• The OECD should investigate further the usability of private business datasets such as 
AMADEUS and ORBIS and develop techniques that improve the cross-country comparability of 
these datasets as well as their consistency with national totals, using the approach described in 
Annex (E). 

• The OECD together with volunteer countries should undertake a pilot study that fully explores 
the possibilities of developing remote methods to access national structural business statistics. 
The study should develop harmonised data templates, software routines, and SDC methods 
applied in countries that allow disclosive indicators, such as those described in the main body of 
the report, to be created on an on-going basis.  

Medium Term 

• On the basis of the pilot study to investigate remote access techniques the OECD should engage 
with countries to assess the possibility and scope of extending remote-access techniques more 
widely both across countries and micro-data sets, and at this stage consider the possibilities for 
the creation of an OECD Centre for micro-data that assumes the responsibilities of the UMDA 
whilst also providing access to micro-data using remote access/execution tools. 
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ANNEX A:  OECD QUESTIONNAIRE ON MICRO-DATA ACCESS – DETAILED COUNTRY 
RESPONSES 

Summary Country Responses 

Australia 

99. The Australian Bureau of Statistics has made a considerable number of micro-data files 
accessible. Their preferred method of access is using what they call Confidentialised Unit Record Files 
(CURFs) via the Remote Access Data Laboratory (RADL)19. A list of currently available CURFs is shown 
below. Two types of CURFS are made available, ‘Basic’ which provides a (broad) level of detail, and 
‘Expanded’ which contain extra data items and more detailed breakdowns. For example a Basic CURF 
might contain ‘Age’ with 5 year groupings but on the Expanded CURF, ‘Age’ would be available as single 
years.   

100. Aspects of Literacy (1996), Basic; Australian Housing Survey (1994) (1999) both Basic; 
Australians' Employment and Unemployment Patterns (1994-97) Basic & Expanded; Business 
Longitudinal Survey (1994-98) Basic; Census - Household Sample File (1981) (1991) (1996) Basic; 
Census - Household Sample File (State/Territory or Section of State) (1986) Basic; Census 2001 - 
Household Sample File (2001) Basic & Expanded;  Child Care Survey (1984) (1993) (1996) Basic; Child 
Care Survey (1999) Basic & Expanded; Child Care Survey (2002) (2005) Expanded; Domiciliary Services, 
Victoria (1986) Basic; Disability, Ageing and Carers (1993)(1998) (2001) Basic; Education and Training 
Survey (1989) (1993) (1997) (2001) (2005) Basic; Education and Work Survey (2001) (2003) (2005) 
Basic; Families in Australia (1992) Basic; Family Characteristics Survey (2003) Expanded; Forms of 
Employment (1998) Basic; General Social Survey (2002) Basic & Expanded; Giving to Charities 
Population Survey Monitor (1997) Basic; Household Expenditure Survey (1975-76) (1984) (1988-89) 
(1993-94) (1998-99)  Basic; Household Expenditure Survey and Survey of Income and Housing (2003-04) 
Basic & Expanded; Income and Housing Survey (1981-82) Basic; Income Distribution Survey (1986) 
Basic;  Income and Housing Costs Survey (1990) (1994-95) (1995-96) (1996-97) (1997-98) (1999-00) 
Basic; Income and Housing Costs Survey (2000-01) (2002-03) Basic & Expanded; Labour Force Survey & 
Employee Earnings, Benefits and Trade Union Membership (August 2004) Basic; Labour Mobility (1984) 
(1991) (1994) Basic; Mental Health and Wellbeing of Adults, Australia, Second Revised (1997) Basic; 
Mental Health and Wellbeing of Adults, Western Australia (1997) Basic; Multi Purpose Household Survey 
(2004-05) Expanded; National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Survey (1994) Basic; National 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Survey (2002) Expanded; National Crime and Safety Survey 
(2002) Expanded; National Health Survey (1977-78) (1983) (1989-90) (1995) Basic; National Health 
Survey (2001) (2004-05) Basic & Expanded; National Health Survey, Indigenous (2001) Expanded; 
National Nutrition Survey (1995) Basic; Rental Investors' Survey (1993) (1997) Basic; Rental Tenants 
Survey (1994) Basic; Superannuation and Employment Arrangements Survey (2000) Expanded; Time Use 
Survey (1992) Basic; Time Use Survey (1997) Basic & Expanded; Voluntary Work Survey (2000) Basic; 
Women's Safety Survey (1996) Basic.  

                                                      
19. The ABS RADL is a secure online data query service that clients access via the ABS web site. Authorised 

users submit queries in SAS, STATA or SPSS via the RADL web interface and the queries are run against 
the CURFs that are kept within the ABS environment. The results of the queries are checked for 
confidentiality then made available to the users via their desktops, usually within two to three minutes, 
depending on the complexity of the query. 
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101. Only two of the available CURFs are longitudinal – Australians’ Employment and 
Unemployment Patterns (1994-97) and the Business Longitudinal Survey (1994-98)20 (which is currently, 
the only ABS economic survey CURF available).  

102. In theory the OECD is able to gain access to Australia’s CURF files, the pre-conditions being 
that:  such access would need to demonstrate the benefits to Australia; and the existence of a legal 
undertaking between the OECD and the Australian Director of Statistics, that would also require OECD 
officials to submit an Individual User Application and Undertaking stating the statistical purposes for 
which the CURFs will be used.  

Austria 

103. None of the 6 major datasets identified in the Questionnaire are longitudinal, although there are 
plans to do so for the business register in 2008.  Confidentialised files on the labour force and household 
surveys as well as EU-SILC can be made available to the OECD for special bilateral projects and via a 
research centre. Remote access solutions have not been deemed possible but this appears to be more a 
reflection of current technical constraints than legal barriers. No information however has been provided 
on the legal constraints/conditions that the OECD would need to satisfy in order to gain access. 

Canada 

104. Public-Use (confidentialised files) can be provided on: Population Census data, the Labour Force 
Survey and Household Surveys – both for bilateral purposes and for storage within the OECD. 
Confidentialised business related data could be accessed via bilateral agreements but it would not be 
possible to store this information within an OECD Centres. However, anonymised household and business 
files could be made available, in theory, via remote-access; although at present such a facility does not 
exist. Reading between the lines it seems likely that the interpretation of remote access here is either (i) a 
system that allows users to run analyses that return results that do not breach confidentiality or are of the 
remote-execution variety where results are vetted by Statistics Canada officials before being returned. 
Statistics Canada is legally prohibited from providing data that could identify an individual (person, 
business or organisation) and neither Population Census data nor External Trade Flow data are longitudinal 

105. Canada ranked indicators (option II) as their preferred way forward in all cases with bilateral 
projects coming in second and remote access third in all cases. Provision of micro-data to an OECD Centre 
was the least favoured option. 

                                                      
20. The CURF consists of 9,571 unidentified statistical records containing data on businesses including 

information on the industry of operation of the business, the age of the business, the number of locations, 
details on the major decision maker within the business, union membership and employment arrangements; 
details of family businesses, hours of operation, types of business comparisons made, sources of business 
advice, major changes in business operations, business intentions, business planning and business 
improvement programs; the use of business networks, the use of computers and the Internet; innovation 
and expenditure on research and development; employment details, export details; a range of income and 
expense items and a derived profit or loss; stocks, assets and liabilities, a breakdown of equity, equity 
finance details and capital expenditure. 
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Czech Republic 

106. The Czech return contained no information on access possibilities on business registers or 
surveys. The Population Census, Labour Force Survey, External Trade Flow and Household Survey 
datasets are longitudinal, all of which can be made accessible in an anonymised form, with the exception of 
the ETF dataset, which can be made accessible in a confidentialised form. Remote access solutions are 
considered legally feasible but no systems currently exist for such access and the mode is considered 
‘futuristic’.  The preference for the Czech Republic is to develop indicators based on micro-data. 

Germany 

107. The Labour Force Survey is longitudinal. Plans exist to make the business registers, business 
surveys and ETF datasets longitudinal in coming years.  Current legislation permits micro-data access to 
licensed files within Germany but not outside, reflecting the current lack of international data regulations. 
It does appear possible however, at least in theory, for the OECD to access anonymised data (for all 6 
datasets) remotely using Controlled Remote Data Processing (CRDP). CRDP provides a means to access 
data using SAS, SPSS or STATA. (Like Australia a dummy structural file is provided to allow users to test 
their applications/syntax beforehand. Programs can then be submitted and then results vetted and processed 
before being returned to the OECD (assuming they satisfy confidentiality rules) - although for business and 
ETF data this facility will not be available for a few years yet.  

108.  Household based micro-data can also be transmitted to an OECD Centre as (Confidentialised) 
Public Use Files. Anonymised files are also available but these are only currently accessible within 
Germany or via remote access. In terms of preferences Germany gave the highest (and only) ranking to the 
remote access option. 

Denmark  

109.  Denmark’s response to the Questionnaire was restricted by the fact that access, and disclosure 
prevention, appears to be controlled via legal (penal) devices. As such, the Danish position is that access 
can only be permitted to Danish residents or resident institution. Given this constraint Denmark have 
responded that no micro-data (in any form) could be accessed by or provided to the OECD. That being said 
however it is possible that the OECD could work together with Denmark to investigate the scope for 
developing indicators that could overcome these confidentiality problems and, indeed, to see whether rules 
could be developed and attached to their remote access system that screened and vetted results before 
being returned to the OECD; even if these rules were overly prudent and provided an unnecessary degree 
of protection this would be better than no access at all.  

Finland 

110. No specific rules exist for a specific survey. Access is not typically provided for micro-data 
covering the whole population (e. g. population census data) or a whole area (e.g. total population of a 
municipality) and is typically granted to a sample dataset of anonymised data made accessible with a user-
license. More information can be found at: 
http://stat.fi/meta/tietosuoja/kayttolupa_en.html. In summary however it does seem 
possible for the OECD to gain access to micro-data as Finland does not differentiate between external and 
domestic applicants. . 
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France 

111. Business register and business survey data is longitudinal. The population census is too but only 
for a 1% sample.  There is interest from the French Customs Department to develop a longitudinal ETF 
dataset in the future. Certain public-use files on household data are made available through the INSEE 
website but not for business data, where the INSEE view is that it is impossible to adequately 
confidentialise micro-data whilst at the same time retaining its essential micro-data characteristics. That 
said, access requests to anonymised data are considered by a Comité du Secret, and so there is some scope 
for the OECD to gain access using this channel. 

Greece 

112. The Labour Force Survey, Business Register, External Trade Flows and Household Expenditure 
Survey are longitudinal. Greece has responded positively to options III and V for all datasets. They point 
out that no public use files are available but that access to confidentialised data for research purposes could 
be granted subject to and in accordance with Articles 5 and 6 of Greek Law (2392/96 c). They have 
responded negatively to all remote access options but this is on technical, rather than legal grounds. 
Greece’s preference therefore was to make data accessible to the OECD via provision to an OECD Centre.  

Hungary 

113.  The Labour Force Survey, Business Register, External Trade Flows and Household Expenditure 
Survey are longitudinal. Business Register data can be provided to the OECD since, in part, this 
information is not considered secret in Hungary, although turnover and employment data can only be 
provided by class. Remote access systems seem to be possible from a legal context with the only barriers 
being technical. Options III and V are also deemed legally possible – for the Population Census this would 
reflect confidentialised data restricted to a 5 % sample; for ETF data, confidentialised; and, for other 
household surveys, anonymised micro-data could be made available.. 

Ireland  

114. Section 34 of Ireland’s 1993 Statistics Act enables the Statistics Office to provide anonymised 
micro-data files where the level of anonymisation is determined by the Director General. Further, these 
datasets are provided to the ISSDA or Irish Social Science Data Archive (see www.ucd.ie/issda/) and 
which can be released by the ISSDA free of charge to researchers or students for specific bona fide non-
commercial research purposes as long as the user signs a contract that imposes strict conditions on the use 
of the data. Currently anonymised files exist only for household based data, and these are not longitudinal. 
No business micro-data is provided as the Statistics Institute does not consider it possible to adequately 
anonymise data. However it is it is possible for OECD officials to be appointed as employees for the 
purpose of carrying out specific statistical research projects over a specified period and on-site. Further 
information on the above arrangements is set out in the Irish Statistics Office Data Protocol 
(http://www.cso.ie/releasespublications/CSODataProtocol.htm). Information on the Code of Practice on 
Statistical Confidentiality is available at www.cso.ie/aboutus/statistical_confidentiality.htm. Confidential 
information is transferred in anonymous form to Eurostat for the compilation of aggregate Community 
statistics under the provisions of Council Regulations (EC) 1588/90 and 322/97. Under further European 
and Irish legislation, non-anonymised Balance of Payments related statistical micro-data may also be 
transmitted to the European Central Bank.  

115. The technical option of creating a link between OECD and the ISSDA for access to files stored 
there could be explored, so long as, the outcome included provision for suitable controls that ensured 
compliance with the terms of use for the household survey micro-data files. 
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Italy  

116. Only Labour Force Survey data are currently, and, partly longitudinal. Anonymised Data can be 
delivered under the basis of bilateral projects (Option III) as long as these are joint projects. Data delivered 
to the OECD (under Option V) outside of these arrangements could be made accessible but only in a 
confidentialised manner, and for business survey information this would be on the basis of what’s already 
made available under EC regulation 831/2002. Overall the Italian preference is for micro-data to be 
provided under options (I) and (II), as confidentialised indicators. 

Japan  

117. Japan has taken a strict interpretation of what is legally permissible and have taken the view that 
no datasets could be made accessible under options (III) (IV) or (V).  

Mexico 

118.  Labour Force and Business Surveys (excluding the Census) are longitudinal. Mexico’s clear 
preference is for indicators defined by the OECD that could be made available and accessed via the INEGI 
website. What can be done with other access modes is not clear. On balance it would appear that the other 
options, especially on business data, are not feasible given legal, technical and resource constraints. It is 
not impossible however that a system that allowed remote access with an interface to preserve 
confidentiality, such as the mechanism used by Australia and Germany, could be developed.  

Netherlands 

119. None of the datasets is longitudinal at present. The Dutch have a strong preference for Options (I) 
and (II), and see these as presenting few problems but at the same time they stress the importance of 
recognising that any such indicators would need to be clearly specified and may imply additional burdens 
on statistical offices. Bilateral projects are feasible as long as contracts are signed-up to in advance. Co-
ordinated remote-access options are feasible but the Dutch stress the importance of encouraging the 
harmonisation of country data-sets if this is option is tow work for the OECD. Option (V) is possible for 
confidentialised Labour Force Survey data only as long as access is restricted to designated OECD users. 

Norway 

120.  Population Census, Business Survey and External Trade Flow data are longitudinal, and Labour 
Force Survey data can be made so. The overall preference is for indicator work, but this varies depending 
on the dataset. Confidentialised ETF data for example scores a ‘1’ for remote access but Confidentialised 
Business Survey data a ‘1’ for provision to a Centre. That said all datasets can be provided concordant with 
procedures corresponding to Eurostat regulation 02/831) as long as the data is confidentialised.  

New Zealand 

121. The Business Register and External Trade Flow datasets are longitudinal and the possibility of 
making Business Survey datasets longitudinal is under investigation. Bilateral projects (option (III)) are 
considered feasible for access to anonymised Labour Force Survey, Business Survey and External Trade 
Flow datasets but only on-site and under contract and, moreover, the work would need to be of significant 
benefit to the New Zealand Official Statistics System before it could be sanctioned. Remote access to 
confidentialised data, with results screened and vetted before being returned, could be made possible for 
the Business Register and the Labour Force Survey (in theory, as the remote access system is under 
development and is not yet available) with an associated cost for access to the Business Register. Remote 
access could also be provided for aggregate outputs from a confidentialised Population Census file.  
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122. Option (V) is possible using CURF files, which are currently available for: Population Census 
data (a heavily confidentialised sample); the 2003 Labour Force Survey; the 2001 Household Savings 
Survey; and the Income Survey (series of supplements to the Household Labour Force Survey) for 2002, 
03, 04. A first CURF is in production for the Household Economic Survey (2003/04). In all cases a 
contract with the OECD, along with undertakings from all researchers who will use the CURF covering 
terms and conditions of use for the service, would be required. 

123. New Zealand also expressed a concern about the possible negative public perception that might 
occur if Population Census information was made available to the OECD and the impact this might have 
on future response rates. Another important point reflected the limitations of what was feasible, 
particularly in the context of confidentialising business related data, given New Zealand’s relatively small 
economy. In summary New Zealand expressed a preference for indicators fro business related data but 
remote access methods (using confidentialised files) for household based data. 

Poland 

124.  The Polish return was based on a relatively strict interpretation of what was permissible under 
Polish law, meaning that the feasibility of Options (III) (IV) and (V) was very limited. Polish law prohibits 
identification of individuals and specifically (especially) forbids the publication of aggregated data with 
less than three entries and where the share of any one individual is more that ¾ of the total. However 
household based statistics can be accessed in accordance with Commission Reg 831/2002. 

Portugal 

125. Only household expenditure and income surveys are longitudinal. All data can be provided in 
confidentialised form for all of Options (III) (IV) and (V), subject to the 5th article of the National 
Statistical System Law). A clear preference is for remote access, where all datasets except the Population 
Census score 1, which scores 1 for direct delivery (Option (V)). Direct delivery scores second highest for 
all datasets). Access can only be given under a written agreement which should state clearly the obligation 
of both the OECD and the statistical office and the conditions of use.  

Slovakia 

126. All 6 data sets are longitudinal. Raw Business Register could be provided as part of a bilateral 
project and under Option (V). Anonymised data sets could be provided, in theory, for all other datasets as 
part of Option (V) except business survey/census data, which can be provided on a confidentialised basis 
(in other words the same business survey data provided to Eurostat before the application of their 
secondary confidentiality rules, this means all business survey data so long as aggregates do not contain 
less than 3 entries and an individual with over a 90% share. Remote access solutions are not considered at 
present technically feasible. 

Spain 

127. Spain recognised the importance of the OECD desire for micro-data and its importance to 
economic analysis and policy formulation but they drew attention to their legal code which prohibits access 
to anything other than public use files. That said they do cite a precedent for Eurostat (Commission 
Regulation (EC) No 831/2002 concerning access to confidential data for scientific purposes) and point out 
that the OECD could access this data via Eurostat.  The public use files that are available can be found at   
http://www.ine.es/prodyser/microdatos.htm; which consist, in the main, of (human) population and health 
statistics, including LFS statistics but they also include an ICT survey.  
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Sweden  

128. Citing legal restrictions embodied in their Secrecy Act, Sweden’s preference is for the OECD to 
further investigate the possibilities available under option (IV) - Coordinated remote access - on the basis 
of the experiences of Australia, Statistics Denmark, and their own system (MONA).  

Switzerland 

129. Of the 6 datasets referred to in the Questionnaire only the Labour Force Survey and Business 
Register are currently longitudinal. The Population Census and other Household Surveys are expected to 
become longitudinal in 2010 and 2015 respectively. All datasets can be provided to the OECD under 
bilateral agreements supported by a contract that stipulates the OECD need and the period of time for 
which the data will be made available, after which it must be returned or destroyed. The preferred position 
of the Swiss was for the development of indicators based on micro-data. All other options for access scored 
very lowly (6) for options IV, V(i) and V(ii).  

Turkey 

130. Business Survey and External Trade Flow data are currently longitudinal (with Business Register 
data expected to be so by the end of this year).  

131. Anonymised Labour Force Survey and Household Expenditure Survey micro-data data will be 
shortly available on request via CD. In the meantime the OECD can request this data Confidentialised 
Business Register, Business Census and ETF data can also be made available but strictly subject to the 
rules governing disclosure, and subject to agreements reached with the OECD. Turkish law prohibits the 
release of confidential data (unless approved by the ‘Presidency’) where confidential can be defined as: If 
the number of the statistical units in any aggregation is less than three or one or two of the statistical units 
are dominant the cell is suppressed. Moreover confidential data compiled, processed and preserved for the 
production of official statistics cannot be delivered to any administrative, judiciary or military authority or 
person, and cannot be used for purposes other than statistics or as an instrument of proof and not passed on 
to third parties. 

United Kingdom 

132. Confidentialised Population Census and Labour Force Survey data can be made available via a 
special license, subject to the data being for statistical research purposes. OECD would be eligible to 
receive the data as it is a ‘research organisation’ and this is consistent with the confidentiality pledge given 
to survey respondents. A written agreement setting out organisational and technical measures is required.  
Business survey data can be accessed on-site, subject to agreements being signed, but other forms of access 
to business based data are not considered practicable. A remote access option is not impossible but it 
would require very secure systems and confidentiality protection rules as well as having to overcome the 
difficulties posed by access from a site outside of the UK intra-government firewall (A possible solution 
would be to have a dedicated server outside of the government net). 
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United States 

133.  A non-starter is for confidential data to reside within the OECD due to legal and administrative 
requirements. Public use files are however available for most household surveys and the population census.  
In addition, tabulations of census and survey data are available from FedStats (www.fedstats.gov) and 
specific agency Web sites. The Interuniversity Consortium on Political and Social Research at the 
University of Michigan (www.icpsr.umich.edu) and the Integrated Public Use Micro-data Series at the 
University of Minnesota (www.ipums.umn.edu) are also useful resources for published statistical datasets.  
Unfortunately, there are very few public use files available for businesses primarily due to the difficulty in 
ensuring confidentiality for large businesses. 

134. The U.S. Census Bureau is experimenting with remote access technologies that allow users to 
have analyses run by the agency using the non-public data, with the results returned to the user if they meet 
the disclosure avoidance requirements.  Testing is underway for the Current Population Survey (CPS) and 
is planned for the American Community Survey (ACS).  When the Census Bureau micro-data analysis 
system is proven to meet its dual requirements to ensure data utility and protect confidentiality, it can be 
used to generate linear regression coefficients, implement dummy variables and provide a synthetic 
residual. The Census Bureau expects to implement the system for CPS later this year and for ACS 
sometime in 2007.  However, it should be noted that this system is primarily seen as an access solution for 
household data. Business data pose additional problems due to the highly skewed distribution of the 
sample.  Nevertheless, some economic census and trade data could potentially be analysed remotely, but 
the study population and analyses may be restricted. Another access alternative that is under development 
by the Census Bureau involves creation of inference-valid synthetic data.  OECD could use these 
disclosable data sets for conducting cross-country studies.  Like the micro-data analysis system, however, 
the utility of inference-valid synthetic data for businesses depends greatly on the skewness of the 
businesses.  The current research effort is being directed in support of the Longitudinal Employer-
Household Dynamics program and is designed to provide broader access to the data generated through this 
program.  

Brazil  

135. No longitudinal data sets currently exist. All datasets, excluding the Business Register, are 
accessible on-site and under-contract. No data can be supplied to the OECD under option V but 
anonymised data (excluding business census or Business Register data) can be provided via remote 
(internet subscribed) access. The overall preference therefore is for remote access solutions, except for 
business data, where option (III) is preferred. 

Russia.  

136. All data, except Population Census data, are longitudinal. Anonymised Labour Force Survey data 
can be made available however. Business register information is not typically available but it is possible 
that access could be granted to a confidentialised data-set.  That said data on company registrations from 
the tax office is accessible. External Trade Flow data not sufficiently well developed to permit significant 
analysis. Social data could be made accessible post 2007, after the development of a system to 
confidentialise data.  
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ANNEX B:  THE OECD QUESTIONNAIRE ON MICRO-DATA ACCESS 

The following is a substantive extract of the OECD questionnaire. Sections (I) and (II) are not 
included as they describe the objectives of the feasibility study and the feasibility options, which are 
described in the main body of the report. 

SECTION 3 – OPTIONS (I) AND (II) 

Option (I) Decentralised work with longitudinal data / Option (II) Decentralised work with 
indicators based on 'snapshot' information  

Options (I) and (II) imply in many ways mechanisms that are little different to the data already 
provided to the OECD, for example the delivery mechanisms that govern the transmission of structural 
business statistics, which can be quite detailed, and, where in some cases, data cells are suppressed to 
preserve non-disclosure. In some respects therefore the approach is similar to the Data Cube approach 
already used in some countries. The disclosure issues that govern these two options are therefore somewhat 
different to those that prevail in options (III), (IV) and (V).  

Indeed very little supplementary information is needed at this stage to develop these options further. It 
is clear for example that there are not likely to be issues of disclosure that prevent the transmission of 
indicators, in general, to the OECD, since, the ultimate objective of these options is to derive indicators 
that are disclosive. Granted depending on the degree of detail required it is possible that countries will not 
always be able to provide indicators. For example in some, particularly small, countries, information on 
high growth firms with specific characteristics (legal form, industrial activity etc) may constitute one firm 
only, and in these cases the data would normally be suppressed.  

What is possible will become clearer as the feasibility study evolves and, in particular,  when a list of 
target indicators is developed. In the meantime this section merely seeks to establish contact points and 
whether longitudinal data exists in 6 key data sets.  

Question 3- Listed below are 6 of the most common sources of micro-data typically collected by 
national statistics institutes.  

Micro-Data Description 

Is the 
dataset 

longitudinal 
«s1a1» 

If the dataset is not 
longitudinal – are there any 

plans to do so and if so 
when?  

Contact details:  
e-mail 

Population Census, or comparable 
administrative sources  (PC) 

   

Labour Force Survey, (LFS)    

Statistical Business Register and/or 
administrative equivalents. (BR) 

   

Census/Surveys of businesses 
(manufacturing, construction, services 
(etc) (SBS) 

   

External trade flows (ETF)    

Household Expenditure/Income 
Surveys (HES) 
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SECTION 4 – OPTIONS (III, IV AND V)  

Option (III) - Special bilateral projects / Option (IV) - Coordinated remote access / Option (V:(1)) - 
Transmission of micro-data to the OECD 

This section focuses on the various forms in which micro-data can be made available to the OECD, 
and is of relevance to options (III) (IV) and (V:(1)). In this sense this section attempts to determine the 
form of micro-data, be it pure, anonymised, confidentialised, perturbed or artificial, (see Glossary for a 
description of terms) that can be made accessible to the OECD, depending on the access-mode, and the 
preconditions, (such as legal requirements, secure data transmission systems etc) that would need to be 
fulfilled beforehand by the OECD.  It is important to note that for each of these options access to data is 
based on the notion that it will be restricted to the OECD Secretariat, who will be responsible for 
preserving confidentiality.  

For convenience respondents have a choice of how they respond to the questions in this section. The 
first choice is to respond to a series of questions in Word. The alternative is to respond to the same 
questions in the attached Excel spreadsheet. 

OPTION (III) - Special bilateral projects 

4.(III)1  Population Census or comparable administrative sources 

4.(III)1.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(III)1.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(III)2 Labour Force Survey 

4.(III)2.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(III)2.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(III)3 Statistical Business Register and/or administrative equivalents 

4.(III)3.1 Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(III).3.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(III).4 Census/Surveys of businesses (manufacturing, construction, services etc) 

4.(III).4.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  
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4.(III).4.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(III).5. External trade flows 

4.(III).5.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(III).5.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(III).6 Household Expenditure/Income Surveys 

4.(III).6.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(III).6.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(III).7 Other datasets, which could be made accessible (please specify) 

4.(III).7.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(III).7.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

OPTION (IV) - Coordinated remote access 

4.(IV).1  Population Census or comparable administrative sources 

4.(IV).1.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(IV).1.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(IV).2 Labour Force Survey 

4.(IV).2.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(IV).2.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 
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4.(IV).3 Statistical Business Register and/or administrative equivalents 

4.(IV).3.1 Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(IV).3.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(IV).4 Census/Surveys of businesses (manufacturing, construction, services etc) 

4.(IV).4.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(IV).4.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(IV).5. External trade flows 

4.(IV).5.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(IV).5.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(IV).6 Household Expenditure/Income Surveys 

4.(IV).6.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(IV).6.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(IV).7 Other datasets, which could be made accessible (please specify) 

4.(IV).7.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(IV).7.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

OPTION (V:(1)) - Transmission of micro-data sets to the OECD 

4.(V).1  Population Census or comparable administrative sources 

4.(V).1.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  
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4.(V).1.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(V).2 Labour Force Survey 

4.(V).2.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(V).2.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(V).3 Statistical Business Register and/or administrative equivalents 

4.(V).3.1 Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(V).3.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(V).4 Census/Surveys of businesses (manufacturing, construction, services etc) 

4.(V).4.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(V).4.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(V).5. External trade flows 

4.(V).5.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(V).5.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

4.(V).6 Household Expenditure/Income Surveys 

4.(V).6.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(V).6.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 
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4.(V).7 Other datasets, which could be made accessible (please specify) 

4.(V).7.1. Can data be provided to the OECD and in what form (pure set, anonymised, 
confidentialised, perturbed, artificial etc)?   «s1a1»  

4.(V).7.2 Under what circumstances can data be provided? Please describe the legal 
requirements/obligations that would need to be fulfilled by the OECD and any other preconditions, such as 
secure software systems 

SECTION 5 

Question 5.1  

For all of the database-option combinations in section IV where the pure set could not be made 
available please describe below why your institution would not able to provide this data, citing costs, 
resources, legal restrictions etc as may be the case, as reasons.  Please also describe the reasons for not 
being able to provide anonymised or confidentialised data as may be the case. 

Micro-Data Set Option  

Description of Micro-Data Set 1 

III Reason 

IV Reason 
V(1) Reason 

 Description of Micro-Data Set 2 

III Reason 

IV Reason 
V(1) Reason 

 Description of Micro-Data Set n 

III Reason 

IV Reason 
V(1) Reason 
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Question 5.2 

Please rank options (I) to (V:(2)) in order of preference (ranking each option from 1-6: with ‘1’ 
representing the most preferable option and ‘6’ the least preferable).  

Micro-Data Set 
Option 

PC LFS BR SBS ETF HES Other 

I        

II        

III        

IV        

V:(1)        

V:(2)        
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ANNEX C: MICRO-DATA ACCESS BY INTERNATIONAL ORGANISATIONS/AGENCIES 

CES TASK FORCE ON CONFIDENTIALITY AND MICRO-DATA ACCESS 

Summary 

The discussion at the Conference of European Statisticians in June 2005 concluded that more 
information was required on the provision of micro-data to international organisations and researchers 
from other countries to better prepare the Guidelines21. To meet this objective, a survey questionnaire 
detailing the terms and conditions of micro-data access offered by countries to international organisations 
and researchers from other countries was sent to 61 countries. Forty three countries responded to the 
survey. Presented below is a summary of findings. 

PART A 

Question 1: Micro-data Release to International Organisations 

Of the 43 countries, only three countries do not release anonymised micro-data to international 
organisations. These are Japan, Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova.  

Of the 40 countries that release micro-data to international organisations, 25 countries (62%) place no 
limitation on the organisations. The United States and Canada do not place any limitations on organisations 
for anonymised public use files. Sweden does not draw a distinction between international organisations 
and research institutions. In exceptional circumstances, Australia is also able to release micro-data files to 
their counterpart agency of a foreign government, provided the rules of confidentiality are met. Ireland 
places no limitations on organisations for anonymised micro-data from household surveys. Germany and 
Greece provide micro-data on Community Statistics to Eurostat under the provisions of the Commission’s 
Regulation. Andorra did not respond to whether it releases data to international organisations. 

Fourteen countries (35%) place limitations on organisations of which five release data to Eurostat 
only. These are Austria, Denmark, Norway(?), Portugal and Russia (?). Other countries such as Hungary 
and Macedonia release data to international organisations engaged in statistical activity, Lithuania to 
Eurostat and scientific research organisations and Romania to Eurostat and research institutes. 

OECD: Of the 40 countries that release data to international organisations, 23 countries (57%) belong 
to the OECD. Of these 23 countries, 16 place no limitations on the organisations to which they release 
micro-data. 

                                                      
21. Managing Statistical Confidentiality and Micro-data Access-Principles and Guidelines of Good Practice. 
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Question 2: Forms of Micro-data  

In the survey, three main methods of releasing micro-data were suggested and countries were asked to 
fill in the forms in which they could release micro-data. Of the 40 countries that release data, 55% (22 
countries) release anonymised micro-data files as public use files, 82% (33 countries) release anonymised 
micro-data files as licensed files and only 12% (5 countries) have remote access facilities. These are 
Australia, Canada, Germany, Ireland and United States. In Canada only non-confidential aggregate data are 
released via remote access facilities. New Zealand mentioned that it was currently developing its remote 
access facilities. Fifteen countries are able to release anonymised micro-data as both public use and 
licensed files, while two countries, Ireland and United States (US), can release data in all three forms. 
However, the US is only able to release licensed files and offer remote access facilities within their 
borders.  

OECD: Amongst the 23 OECD countries that release data to international organisations, 14 are able 
to release micro-data as public use files, 19 as licensed files and 5 have remote access facilities. 

Question 3: Forms of Micro-data Actually Released 

Following the question on available forms of micro-data, countries were asked the forms in which 
they actually released micro-data to international organisations. Of the 40 countries that are able to release 
data to international organisations, 16 countries (41%) actually released data as public use files. Licensed 
files were the most popular mode of actually released data with 27 countries (67%) responding 
affirmatively. Three countries release data via remote access facilities. These are Australia, Canada and 
Germany. In Canada only non-confidential aggregate data are released via remote access facilities. 

OECD: Of the 23 countries, 12 countries actually release data to international organisations as public 
use files, 15 as licensed files and 3 with remote access facilities. 

Question 4: Specific Conditions  

Countries were surveyed on the conditions that applied to the provision of micro-data. Of the 40 
countries that responded affirmatively to releasing data to international organisations, 18 countries (45%) 
place no particular conditions while 20 countries (50%) apply conditions on the release of micro-data to 
international organisations.  

Armenia, Australia, Bulgaria, and Hungary state that they can release data only for statistical 
purposes. Austria, Denmark, Greece and Italy specified that the data can be released as per the Council 
Regulations 831/2002. Estonia and Mongolia require a contract for the transmission of data for the 
purposes of scientific research and confidentiality respectively. Ireland mentioned that although in 
principle it could release anonymised data to international organisations, in practice it would only release 
anonymised micro-data from household surveys. Israel specified that the standard PUF (public use files) 
agreement must be signed by international organisations. San Marino and Sweden can only release 
aggregated data to international organisations. Switzerland stated that the data could not be transmitted 
outside the international organisation using it and must either be returned or destroyed after use. 
Macedonia requires that the data released should be in accordance with their law on data protection under 
the purview of the State Statistical Office. United Kingdom mentioned that it could either provide fully 
anonymised data to countries outside Europe or data under contract. For countries within Europe, data 
could be provided under contract with other EU states or under condition R381. United States specified 
that to obtain access to data from the Bureau of Labour Statistics (BLS), individuals from international 
organisations would have to become a BLS agent, which was only possible if the individual had a social 
security or alien registration number. 
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Andorra and Norway did not respond to this question. Although Ukraine does not release data to 
international organisations, it specified that the provision of micro-data to international organisations 
would have to follow the Law of Ukraine on State Statistics, Article 21, 22. 

OECD: The group of OECD countries was evenly divided over the application of specific conditions, 
with 11 countries imposing no particular conditions and 11 countries applying specific conditions. Norway 
did not respond to the question. 

Question 5: Data Release: Organisation, Division, Individual 

Countries were requested to specify whether they were able to release data to the whole organisation, 
a specific division or a designated individual. Of the 40 countries that release data to international 
organisations, 21 (52%) can release data to a whole organisation, 20 (50%) to a division and 21 (52%) to a 
designated individual. Seven countries (17%) can release data to all three audiences. These are Armenia, 
France, Germany, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Slovenia and United States. The answer provided by Ireland was 
unclear while San Marino and Switzerland did not respond to this question. 

OECD: Of the 23 countries, 14 countries can release micro-data to a whole organisation, 9 countries 
to a particular division and 11 countries to an individual. 

Question 6: Business Data Arrangements 

Countries were surveyed on whether they adopted different practices when releasing data on 
businesses. Of the 40 countries able to release data to international organisations, 26 countries (65%) 
remarked that they do not follow any different arrangements for business data. Thirteen countries (32%) 
reported on following different procedures. Andorra reported on having no data on businesses.  

Canada does not produce micro-data files for businesses.  Latvia only releases data relating to 
persons. New Zealand is able to release business data in principle but does not in practice due to the 
difficulties in ensuring confidentiality. Moldova, which falls outside of the 40 countries that release data to 
international organisations, reported on not having any different arrangements for business data. 

OECD: Of the 23 countries, 7 countries indicated that they followed different arrangements for 
business data while 16 reported on no such differences.  

Question 7: Data Release to Citizen Researchers collaborating with an International Organisation 

In the questionnaire, countries were asked to spell out if they were able to release micro-data to 
researchers from their own country working in collaboration with an international organisation. Of the 40 
countries, 34 countries (85%) responded positively. This includes Australia, which has recently amended 
its legislation to permit data recipients to collaborate with other individuals and organisations. Canada 
releases public use files available to the general public. In addition, subject to certain conditions, Canada 
allows its researchers to gain access to confidential micro-data available in its Research Data Centres. 
Germany is able to release micro-data as long as the data sets were physically located in Germany with no 
possibility to cite the micro-data from abroad. In this case scientific use files that correspond to licensed 
files can be released. United Kingdom can only release public use files. The United States specified that it 
permits the researcher to share the output from the data, not the data itself.  

Six countries (15%) are not able to release data. This includes Lithuania which can only release data 
to research institutions. 
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Although Ukraine and Moldova do not release micro-data to international organisations, they do 
release data to researchers in a manner that protects identification of data. 

OECD: Of the 23 countries in the OECD that release data to international organisations, 20 are able to 
release data to their citizen researchers collaborating with international organisations. Three countries are 
not able to release data. 

Question 8: Comments 

Countries were requested to provide additional comments to the questions asked.  

The Czech Republic sends statistical information abroad, free of charge, only when sent on a mutual 
basis or when stipulated by an international agreement or convention. For other cases, the Republic’s 
Statistical Act regulates payment for statistical information sent abroad. 

France sends confidential business data outside European Regulation to Eurostat only. 

To ensure that the data released is not used for purposes outside of those agreed, the Division of 
Statistical Information and Editions in Greece takes the necessary administrative, technical and 
organisational measures. Greece is also able to provide on-site facilities to national and international 
researchers. 

Hungarian legislation does not use the term micro-data, instead it employs the terms individual and 
statistical data. Individual data pertain to data that serve a statistical purpose and which relate to a natural 
or legal person or to a data supplier without legal personality. This data can only be released to 
international organisations that are engaged in statistical activity. Furthermore, aggregated data cannot be 
made public where there are data about less than three respondents in a cell. The exception to this rule is 
the release of data to international organisations engaged in statistical work, which requires prior written 
consent of data providers where they number less than three. 

Israel is able to release public use files to anyone, which includes international organisations. Micro-
data files under contract (MUF) are released only to specified categories of recipients in Israel. 

In New Zealand, published aggregated data are supplied to international organisations by Statistics 
New Zealand. For the supply of micro-data to international organisations, it is required that the provisions 
of the micro-data access protocols described in the New Zealand Statistics Act (1975) are followed. These 
apply not only to international organisations but to all users requesting access to micro-data. 

In Poland, for individual cases, the President of its Central Statistical Organisation supported by the 
Statistical Confidentiality Commission, can take decisions regarding the dissemination of micro-data. 

Romania reiterates that anonymised micro-data is released only for research purposes with special 
attention to the fulfillment of the rules of confidentiality under “disclosure control.” 

In Russia, micro-data are transformed when releasing it to international organisations to prevent 
identification. 

Serbia and Montenegro qualify their responses filled in the survey by stating that it reflected their 
position on micro-data release despite few such requests from international organisations.  
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Japan, a country that does not release micro-data to international organisations, stated that it was 
currently studying the system for producing and disseminating micro-data in terms of legal and technical 
aspects.  

Although the Republic of Moldova does not release data to international organisations, it stated that 
access to confidential information that did not jeopardise confidentiality could be granted by the director 
general of the central statistical body for research projects and programs of national importance. 
Furthermore, confidential information for scientific purposes was granted to persons directly engaged in 
the project, provided that confidentiality was not breached. 

PART B 

Question 9: Arrangements for Statistical Officers from other Countries 

Countries were asked whether there were any different arrangements possible for statistical officers 
from other countries. Of the 40 countries that provide micro-data to international organisations, 32 (80%) 
follow no different arrangements. This includes the countries of France and Sweden, who annotated their 
responses. France commented that its “comité du secret” often employs a “reciprocity clause” to ensure 
that French researchers/statisticians can access data from the other recipient countries. In Sweden, in some 
cases it was possible to exchange micro-data licensed files concerning community statistics with other 
statistical agencies in the European Union. Andorra and San Marino did not respond to this question. 

Six countries (15%) cited different arrangements. These were Canada, Czech Republic, Norway, 
Poland, Serbia and Montenegro and United Kingdom.  

San Marino and Andorra did not respond to the question. 

OECD: Eighteen of the 23 countries indicated that they had no different arrangements possible for 
statistical officers from other countries. The remaining five countries pursued alternate arrangements. 

Question 10: Micro-data Release to Researchers in Other Countries 

In the survey, countries were asked whether they could release micro-data to researchers in other 
countries. Further, if they were able then in which forms was this data released.  Of the 40 countries that 
release micro-data to international organisations, 31 countries (77%) replied positively whereas 7 (17%) 
replied negatively. Some countries such as Hungary and Ireland, do not release data directly but through 
agencies. Canada can only release public use files. Lithuania can release micro-data to research institutions 
only, whereas United States can only do so for researchers within its territory. The Czech Republic 
requires a bilateral agreement. In Poland, the President of the Central Statistical Organisations can take 
decisions regarding micro-data release on a case by case basis. Each researcher must provide scientific 
documentation approved by the concerned institute. In Norway, only licensed anonymised data can be 
supplied. Sweden requires that conditions of confidentiality be met and that the data user provides a 
description of how confidentiality would be secured. In addition, Sweden imposes limitations on access to 
micro-data by specifying beforehand the people, projects, variables and periods during which the data can 
be used.  
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Andorra and San Marino did not respond to the question 

On the forms of data released, inferences were drawn for those countries that did not reply. These 
inferences are based on the questions asked earlier on forms of micro-data available and actually released 
to international organisations. Of the 31 countries that replied positively to releasing data to researchers 
abroad, 14 are able to release micro-data as public use files (16 countries replied negatively), 21 as licensed 
files (9 replied negatively) and 3 had remote access facilities (27 replied negatively). Furthermore, 
Denmark, Italy, New Zealand, Poland and United States had on-site facilities. 

OECD: Eighteen of the 23 countries of the OECD group indicated that they could release data to 
researchers in other countries. The remaining five countries could not.  
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ANNEX D: REMOTE ACCESS TECHNICAL SOLUTIONS 

Web based set-up 

D1) At present web based systems for micro-data remote access are not common for both 
technological and flexibility reasons. A researcher might require, for example, an interactive task which 
might be out of the scope of the web-based package. That said a great deal of pre-coded java applet is 
available for providing basic descriptive statistics (averages, standard deviations, correlations and co 
variances) or pictures (histograms or pie charts). A Web based infrastructure is schematically indicated in 
Figure 1 below.  

Figure 1.  
 

 
Description of the building blocks:  

a) Database server: a computing system hosting the micro-data in a Database system with a suitable 

querying structure; 

b) Firewall: a computing system providing security services for a private network from users from 

other networks; 

c) Web Server: a computing system providing users with a common interface (browser) toward the  

Database server; 

d) https connections: links providing secure communication with a Web server 
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D2) This infrastructure allows a standard interface (a web browser) for OECD researchers accessing 
and analysing the micro-data files. The framework can host two polar configurations: one with the pooling 
of anonymised data and the other allowing some processing tools producing only country specific indexes.  

E-mail based set-up 

D3) A general picture of an e-mail based remote access system is given in Figure 2. In this 
infrastructure the user sends output to be validated by the NSO by means of an e-mail structured according 
to predefined rules; the most typical form of remote access. Under this system NSOs have the option of 
sharing their micro-data with OECD, thus making it visible to the user, even if the data itself cannot be 
saved or printed, or simply, and perhaps more practically by granting access only to specific application 
programs. In this latter case there will be an additional software layer on the NSO side. This option would 
entail additional management and coordination efforts with the partner NSO. 

D4) The most important difference of this architecture with respect to web-based system lays in the 
capability to submit a statistical job written in one of the statistical applications that are available on the 
OECD side 22(SAS and STATA are two examples). The jobs would be processed in a batch fashion 
according to a defined policy (a simple example is FIFO First In First Out). 

                                                      
22. A software interface will be required in case the data reside on the remote NSO side. 
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Figure 2.  
 

 
Description of the building blocks: 

a) Statistical computing server: a computing system equipped with some statistical package (SAS, 

Stata are two examples); 

b) Shared directories:  a shared repository holding pooled datasets; 

c) Remote NSO DBMS: a not pooled country database; 

d) Mail post office: the central repository for electronic mail;  

e) Job dispatcher: a software tool for managing resources allocations.  
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137. The infrastructure in Figure 2 envisages a clear separation between the request of statistical 
analysis, the actual processing and the sending of the output report. This segmentation provides a greater 
security against statistical disclosure and therefore provides flexibility to use a complete statistical 
package23. The same cost considerations concerning the database apply to this solution. The structure of e-
mail based systems is simpler than web based systems from both a coding and a security standpoint (only 
the SMTP ports are opened). On the other hand a web interface might be enriched with many statistical 
applications without requiring complex agreements with NSOs for the management of pieces of 
applications present on the NSO sites. 

D5) The web and the e-mail-based solutions can both be reconfigured to different implementations 
according to whether the OECD has remote access for processing only individual country or pooled 
country data.     

Solutions adopted by some Institutions  

D6) There are a number of institutions already providing Remote Data Centres (RDC) for accessing 
micro-data for statistical purposes. For example: 

Statistics Sweden  

D7) Statistics Sweden adopts a hybrid web-input e-mail output system called MONA (Micro-data 
ON-line Access). Once users meet all the required confidentiality requirements they can access a wide 
range of micro-datasets through a web browser from their workstation. 

D8) The system was put into production in 2005. The MONA-system works around the 
communication between a client and a terminal server. The main idea is that when a client is connected to 
the server, the client’s computer behaves like a dumb terminal of the server. 

D9) Strong user authentication is granted by membership to a given Windows Domain and an 
individual RSA security token. Communication confidentiality, to prevent eavesdropping, tampering, or 
message forgery, is provided by encrypting the communication with the Secure Socket Layer (SSL) 
protocol. 

138. Statistical processing is carried out with the following packages: SAS, SPSS, STATA, GAUSS, 
Microsoft Office or Super Cross. The results are then automatically sent to the user’s predefined mailbox. 

Statistics Denmark 

D10) Statistics Denmark adopts an architectural solution similar to Sweden (some software 
components are different). Great emphasis is given to the agreement between the research institution and 
Statistics Denmark on the confidentiality rules.  Unfortunately however access is restricted to Danish 
(resident) researchers. 

Luxembourg Income Study (LIS) 

D11) LIS is an association devoted to the collection of, and provision of remote access to, household’s 
micro-data related to income and wealth. LIS collects harmonised data from 25 countries and is based on 
an e-mail system. It started in 1983 and boasts the longest experience in handling and processing micro-
data. Candidate users must apply on behalf of their organisation to obtain a user-id and a password. The 

                                                      
23. Some printing and tabulation commands should be removed from the statistical package. 
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system offers a choice of SAS, SPSS, and STATA as statistical packages. Incoming e-mails are processed 
from a front end system that checks authentication, extracts the program from the e-mail text and puts it on 
a queue. A batch processor takes the jobs from the queue, executes them and checks their output against a 
set of confidentiality rules. If all conditions are met the output is e-mailed back by to the user. 

National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) 

D12) The NCHS developed its first data centre called ANDRE (Analytical Data Research by E-mail) 
in 1998, with new features recently added to facilitate Web interaction (and so a name change to 
ANDREW, the W standing for ‘Web’). Users must first apply to NCHS to gain authorisation to use the 
system. The system provides users with a web-based Graphical User Interface (GUI) for posting their 
program in SAS, Sudaan24 or STATA. Output files (after being checked against attempts to breach 
disclosure rules) are sent back to researchers by e-mail. The system is designed to work without human 
intervention. At the present time some features of the system are still under development. 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 

D13) The ABS provides a fully web-based system for accessing their micro-data as a Confidentialised 
Unit Record File (CURF)25. All candidate users must apply on behalf of their organisation to obtain a 
user-id and a password. The system offers a web-based Graphical User Interface (GUI) for running 
programs written in SAS, SPSS and STATA. Input programs and output files must meet a predefined set of 
rules which are automatically checked. Upon successful completion of these tests the zipped output is 
made available for download only to the researcher who submitted the job.  

Eurostat 

D14) Eurostat makes available, for purchase in some cases, some micro-data sets (European 
Community Household Panel ECHP, Labour Force Survey LFS, Community Innovation Survey CIS) 
under a well defined legal framework and only for scientific purposes. Remote access features are not yet 
available.  

D15) In order to complete the general picture of the available options, it is also important to mention 
another solution adopted by some institutions, that is, a micro-data research centre accessible at the NSO 
site, such as those centres created by the Italian and UK statistical offices. Aside from the technical 
implementation, access is provided to vetted and trained users only. Another plank that is used to safeguard 
the confidentiality of survey respondents is the output checks carried out by dedicated staff responsible for 
validating researcher output using clearly defined disclosure rules. 

                                                      
24. Sudaan is a software package designed for analyzing clustered data. Sudaan is commercialized by RTI 

International. 

25. Through confidentalisation it is reduced the likelihood of statistical disclosure. 
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26. The ideas and considerations included in this report do not necessary reflect those supported by ISTAT, the 

Italian National Statistical Institute I work for. I’m grateful to Fabian Mazza, the head of Bureau Van Dijk 
Office in Rome, for providing me the possibility to test the full version of ORBIS database. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BUSINESS DATA AND FIRM LEVEL ANALYSIS: 

A PRELIMINARY CONCEPTUALISATION 

1.1 Setting the Context 

The aim of this research report, that is a part of the OECD feasibility study exploring options in 
micro-data access, is to evaluate to what extent business data may represent a valuable and statistically 
sound source to carry out micro-data analysis. In particular, it focuses on AMADEUS and ORBIS as two 
of the most commonly use and comprehensive databases to analyse and compare business data at firm 
level across countries, industries and  regions.       

The set up and maintenance of international databases collecting business data across countries has 
become a fast growing industry in the last few decades. The considerable informative power of these 
databases, already including millions of companies with a large set of variables, and their widespread use 
by business analysts and most recently by academic scholars cannot be ignored when evaluating all the 
relevant sources to carry out firm level analysis. This is important in general but also with respect to the 
outcomes of other contributions from the OECD feasibility studies that have outlined severe constrains in 
micro-data accessibility from NSIs, at least in the short medium terms.    

International business databases (hereafter IBDs) present some relevant advantages with respect to 
NSIs micro-data. Besides the absence of confidentiality problems, IBDs allow the pooling of firm level 
information from different countries, can be easily reorganised as panel with limited loss of information, 
and are not constrains by sample designs and limited firm level variability. Nevertheless, IBD are plagued 
by some relevant drawbacks in terms of limited coverage, exclusion thresholds and poor data quality that 
call for a careful evaluation of their limits for micro-data analysis.         

Despite the growing relevance of IBDs, a sound statistical assessment of the overall quality of these 
sources, and especially of their consistency with respect to official statistical figures, has not yet been 
accomplished. This situation has contributed to develop a shadow of scepticism around the possibility to 
use these  IBD to carry out statistically sound firm level analysis.  

The exploitation of information included in administrative data is in line with the recent trends in 
statistical production to use complementary sources with respect to direct reporting. In particular, this 
research project echoes at a larger geographical scale and from a different perspective the attempt made by 
the EU Commission to build an enterprise group register from administrative sources.    

The basic ideas developed in this research report build upon the extensive experience accumulated 
within NSIs in the analysis and statistical treatment of administrative sources as a valuable input for 
official statistical production. In particular, this valuable stock of knowledge and competencies is oriented 
to design a methodological framework that may allow to efficiently test the overall quality of business 
data, including their consistency with respect to official statistics.       
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The expected results outline by this research report project are twofold. Firstly, to highlight the limits 
as well as the potential informative power of IBDs with respect to micro-economic analysis. Secondly, to 
define the guidelines for the set up and maintenance of a statistically sound cross section or panel of 
business micro-data across OECD and some developing countries. These guidelines aim to improve the 
overall quality of information as well as minimise problems of selection bias associated with the raw 
version of ORBIS/AMADEUS database, thus proposing the development of a unique and leading 
information source highly valuable to perform large scale statistically sound micro-economic analysis.     

This research report is organised as follows. The rest of this section describes the nature and the 
potential multi-purposes use of business data, emphasising the need a statistical assessment of these data 
before their use for statistical and economic analysis purposes. The same section also reviews the main 
advantages and drawbacks of business data with respect to NSI micro-data also highlighting the presence 
of potential complementarities between these two different information sources. Section 1.2 outlines the 
most appropriate statistical properties of data to be used for micro-economic analysis, and assess the 
statistical criteria to be adopted to assess the quality of business data. This section tries to further expand 
the statistical evaluation of administrative data by proposing a methodological approach that aims to 
reduce the gap  between administrative data and official statistics by liniking these two sources within the 
framework of a post-stratification exercise.  

Chapter two is devoted to the analysis and statistical assessment of Amadeus and Orbis, two well 
known IBDs developed by Bureau Van Dijk (BVD).  While Amadeus gathers business information across 
Continental Europe up to 38 countries and 9 million of company records, Orbis is an attempt to encompass 
and harmonise all databases developed by BVD up to 203 countries and 33 million of company records27. 
Orbis database mostly focuses on developed countries. All 30 OECD countries are included, indeed with a 
quite different coverage ratio, up to 27,9 millions of company records. Most of developing countries are 
included in ORBIS database at the moment with a very limited coverage: 7.835 company records for India  
and 24.200 company records for China. The number of developing countries as well as the coverage of 
ORBIS with respect to the total number of resident companies is expected to increase quite fast in the near 
future.  

Chapter two points out all the main potential advantages and drawbacks for micro-economic analysis 
of ORBIS and AMADEUS databases following the methodological approach descrived in chapter one.  
Chapter three draws the conclusions and highlight the future lines of research. In particular, it describes the 
actions required to set up and mantained an international panel of micro-data that maximises the 
information embedded in Amadeus or Orbis, and at the same time reduces as much as possible the 
drawbacks associated with these data sources.  

Nature, availability and potential users of business micro-data 

Business data available in most IBDs, mostly including balance sheet information, can be classified as 
administrative data. Administrative data are usually collected to fulfil legal or administrative requirements. 
The peculiar charactheristcs of these data with respect to NSI micro-data will be discussed in the rest of 
this section.   

                                                      
27. The figures provided in this section have to be considered as provisional. In effect at this stage we count 

company records that not necessary correspond to the number of different companies included in these 
databases. A statistically sound approach, outlined in the next chapter, will reconsider the problem of the 
basic statistical unit in AMADEUS and ORBIS thus providing a revised version of these figures.  
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In most countries, administrative data are not usually affected by confidentiality contrains, and are 
potentially freely available, although data providers usually charge a fee for their registration in electronic 
format and for some other additional services, including some preliminary harmonisation of data and 
metadata.    

Three different groups of potential users of business micro-data can be distinguished: the business 
community, academic scholars, NSIs.  Each of these groups use business data in a different way.  

The business community uses these data to analyse market structure, to benchmark companies 
performance, to select companies for marketing programs, to verify firms financial liability. These users do 
not usually assess the quality and consistency of these data as long as the database provide a good coverage 
with respect to the target industry or market.  

Academic scholars, with the exception of those devoted to accounting and business planning research, 
have only recently started to explore business micro-data as a relevant source of information to analyse 
firm level growth and performance. The quality assessment of business micro-data carried out by academic 
scholars is usually limited to outlier detection and to verify the consistency of these data with respect to the 
regularity hypotheses underling the application of standard econometric models. It is worth well to point 
out that the econometrics literature has started to develop a new class of models that is finalised to deal 
with some peculiar features of micro data structure such models incorporating truncated distribution 
(Greene, …)  

NSIs have increasingly used administrative micro-data in the last two decades as a result  of 
improving the quality of statistics in the presence of an increasing concern on respondent burdern. 
Administrative sources have been proved to be quite successful as input sources to update business register 
information. Business data are usually adopted within the framework of structural economic statistics to 
improve the quality and reduce the burden on the respondents. More in general, NSIs have accumulated 
over the last two decades a consistent body of knowledge on how to manage administrative sources in a 
way that is consistent with the official statistics procedures. In particular, standardised procedures on how 
to check the quality of administrative data have been developed and the coverage and selection bias of 
business data with respect to the relevant target population carefully assessed by linking these data to 
business register information.   

Advantages and drawbacks of business micro-data  with respect to NSI micro-data 

Besides accessibility, business micro-data substantially differ from NSIS micro-data with respect to at 
least six relevant issues:   

a. Definitions and international comparability 
As a typology of administrative source, variable definitions for business micro-data may substantially 

deviate from the ones developed within the framework of official statistics. Nevertheless, administrative 
and balance sheet variables generally present a well defined system of correspondences within the 
framework of structural business statistics that allows quite easily to build a core set of statistically 
harmonised variables from balance sheet information.  

The application at the national level of different accounting standards and rules across countries may 
limit the comparability of these data across countries, although a significant attempt to harmonise these 
data has been already done by the data provider (BVD) in order to enhance the quality of information for 
business analysis purposes.       
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b.  Consistency with the target population     
Micro-data are usually selected by NSIs using a well defined and standardised statistical production 

process that ensures that the sample of companies used to collect information represents the entire target 
population. Target population may considerably change according to different survey goals. For 
simplicity’s sake it is assumed here that the target population is represented by all resident and active 
companies in a given country.   

The standardised statistical production process adopted by NSI generally includes the following 
phases: extraction of the sample from a Business register, carrying out of survey on the basis of a standard 
questionnaire, quality check of collected information and statistical treatment of items or units non 
response, and adoption of the most appropriate estimation procedures. This procedure aims to control for 
as well as to minimise the occurrence of non sampling and in case of random sampling of sampling error.  

Administrative data, such as business information, are usually collected as a census like population 
mostly independently from a standardised statistical production process. Although the census like nature of 
these data may somehow reduces sampling errors with respect to NSI, administrative data are usually 
exposed to major selection or structural bias. The presence of these biases, that essentially consist in a 
substantial deviation of business micro-data (average) characteristics with respect to those describing the 
target population, significantly distort the statistical analysis and econometric inference on these data.  

Sources of selection or structural bias in administrative data can be link to the following issues:  

− eligibility criteria (including exclusion thresholds) to fill in administrative information are 
usually connected to some specific modality of the target population (for instance balance 
sheet information are requested only to company that present a specific legal form) 

− the lack of a business register prevents a quality check on the coverage ratio of administrative 
data   

− classification errors may occur      

c.  Quality of micro-data 
Micro data collected by NSI are usually checked for outliers and consistency in time and across other 

variables. Although this operation is usually finalised to produce aggregated estimates, and not to directly 
validate micro-data, NSI micro data usually present a greater quality with respect to administrative micro 
data.  In effect, quality check in administrative data collection system is usually limited to formal checking 
on the completeness of the information record.  

Most of standard procedures usually adopted by NSI to detect outliers and to correct for item or unit 
not response tend indeed to reduce excessively micro-data variability. As a result, NIS micro-data tend to 
underestimate genuine variability across firms.   

d. Flexibility 
Micro-data from NSI are generated by a sampling design that is finalized to be representative of a 

target population with respect to some a priori defined estimation domains. The use of NSI micro-data with 
a broader perspective with respect to those described by the sampling design may generate problems of 
quality and consistency in the results produced by exploratory analysis or inference on these data.        

Once selection bias problems are taken into account, the census like structure of business micro-data 
allows a great deal of flexibility in the analysis of these data that can be classified and cross classified by 
all available classification variables (industry, size class, country or region of location).  
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e. International data pooling  
The possibility to carry out comparison across country not only at an aggregated level but even at a 

micro level is emerging as one of the key users need in assessing the performance and the competitiveness 
of business companies.  

Micro-data from NSI are usually secured by severe accessibility rules that prevent the effective 
pooling of micro-data information across countries. Business micro-data do not usually present the same 
problem, although the comparability of business micro-data across countries should be carefully assessed 
before pooling together international data     

f. Ex post generation of a panel data structure and variables extension    
As it is now well understood from the econometric literature, a panel data structure presents some 

superior characteristics with respect to cross section data in modelling enterprise behaviour. Micro-data 
from NSI usually present a limited possibility of generating ex post a panel data structure since panel 
friction problem is exasperated by a strong turn over in the selection of the sample (rotating sample) in 
order to minimise the burden on the respondents.        

The census like nature of business micro-data allows to generate quite easily an ex post panel data 
structure with limited panel friction problem, given the presence of a company identification code. 
Nevertheless, the limited time series of business micro-data and their continuous expansion in terms of 
coverage may plague the possibility to obtain a panel data structure with a considerable time span. In 
addition, selection bias problems usually affecting business micro-data may be amplified by rearranging 
the data as a panel. 

While the possibility to add variables is limited for NSI micro-data to in house operation, business 
micro-data can be merge between one another as long as they present a common identification code.  

1.2 Defining some guidelines to exploit business data for micro-economic analysis following a 
stastically sound approach  

The discussion carried out in the previous section has highlighted some interesting complementarities 
in the use of micro-data from NSI compared to micro-data from administrative sources. In particular, 
greater flexibility, international data pooling and the possibility to built ex post a panel data structure seem 
to represent some long lasting advantages of business micro-data over NSI ones (Table 1), while free 
accessibility is in the short medium run a crucial feature of business micro-data to overcome the current 
problems of micro-data accessibility from NSIs.  
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Table 1. Major constraints in the use of NSI micro-data for economic analysis  

Types of constrain  Sources of constraint  

Selection bias   Sampling design and unit not respondents may introduce some 
severe selection bias with respect to the adoption of these data 
for micro-economic analysis. The use of expansion coefficients 
in regression analysis may partially mitigate this problem     

Limited micro-data variability  Adoption statistical procedures to correct for outliers and items 
or unit not response that reduce the genuine variability of 
micro-data 

Limited flexibility  Micro-data are validated with respect to a priori defined 
domains of estimation. Their use for different and more detail 
domains of estimation as well as their use for micro-
econometric analysis is not explicitly considered by this 
approach. 

Considerable panel friction with associated potential selection 
bias  

The possibility to rearrange micro-data from a cross section to a 
panel data structure is plagued by a rotating sampling 
framework that dramatically reduce the survival rate of  small 
and medium size firms in the panel.  

International data pooling  The possibility to compare enterprise behaviour across national 
borders is prevented by national based accessibility rules 

Nevertheless, the short overview carried out in the previous section has also pinpointed some severe 
limitations in the adoption of business micro-data without a proper statistical assessment of these data. The 
major sources of error of business micro data are summarised in the following table.   

Table 2 – Major sources of statistical error in business micro-data  

Type of error  Source of error  Possible approach to mitigate this error 
Measurement error  Poor quality of administrative data  Outliers detection and analysis of consistency 

across different variables of the same company  
Classification error Poor quality of administrative data, possible 

lack of correspondence with official 
classifications  

Outliers detection 

“Static” selection or 
structural bias  

Election criteria to define the business data 
population inconsistent with the target 
population   

Calibration coefficient  

“Dynamic” selection or 
structural bias 

As above, plus panel friction problems Outliers detection and calibration coefficient  

In particular, given the emphasis puts by the economic literature of economic growth and dynamic 
performance a specific emphasis is given in the analysis carried out here to both “static” and “dynamic” 
selection or structural bias. In line with the definition provided in the previous section, a Static bias occurs 
when the average characteristics of the business micro data sample does not appropriately reflect “in level” 
those of the target population (average firm size, industry composition, productivity and profitability 
levels).  
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A dynamic bias arises, even in the absence of significant statistic bias when the dynamic 
characteristics of the sample (average rate of growth of turnover, value added and productivity) do not 
reflect the trends exhibit by the target population. In these respect, even micro-data from NSI can be 
considerably affected by dynamic bias due for instance to the presence of a significant panel friction.    

The aim of the rest of this section is to outline the methodological framework as well as the basic 
statistical tools that should be adopted to improve the quality of business micro-data and increase their 
consistency with respect to the target population.  The possible approaches to mitigate these errors in 
business micro-data are described in the next sub-sections, and are also listed in the last column of table 2. 
Before that, a brief conceptual assessment on the nature of desired properties requested to micro-data in 
order to carry out statistically sound applied economic analysis is needed to better finalise the rest of this 
section. 

Defining the appropriate statistical properties for data used for policy oriented micro-economic analysis  

Altought contributions on micro-data analysis are still quite limited in the theoretical and applied  
economic literature, it seems that desired statistical proprierties of micro-data strongly differ with respect 
to their users.  

From a NSI perspective, micro-data included in the sample are assumed to be statically representative 
as long as the sample is not systematically bias and present limited variability with respect to the finite 
target population, thus allowing to directly link final estimates to micro-data by using expansion 
coefficients. Micro-data are then consistent with the target population in terms of total or mean values with 
respect to a priori defined domains of estimation (we can call it statistical consistency).  

This approach does not allow the use of micro-data outside of the sampling framework that generate 
the final estimates, in effect by consindering different or more detail domains of estimation. In addition, as 
outlined above, micro-data from NSI may present limited variability that may alter the results of applied 
economic analysis.    

Indeed, the adoption of NSI data for micro-econometrics analysis is not foreseen as one of the main 
goals of this statistical procedures, and static and especially dynamic selection or structural bias may arise 
in the use of these data.      

From an econometrics or applied economic perspective, micro-data are assumed to be representative 
as long as they meet some finite or asymptotic properties. These properties guarantee that the stochastic 
part of the model is casually drawn from an infinite population or at least is not severely affected by 
selection bias, correlation or heteroshedasticity problems. We can call it econometric consistency. 

Nevertheless, this approach quite often underestimate or at least does not explicitly address the issue 
of the overall consistency of the sample used with the characteristics of the target population both in terms 
of static and dynamic features.   

Micro-data oriented to policy analysis should be developed within a methodological framework that 
guarantees the most salient properties of both the econometric and the statistical approach and expand them 
in order to produce empirical results at the micro-level that are fully consistent with aggregated figures 
provided by official statistics. In order to achieve this goal, micro-data, especially if they are derived from 
not official sources, should validated both at the micro and macro level, this latter by linking and testing 
them against aggregated official figures.   
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Assessing and improving the quality of businss micro-data using statistical tools  

Although business micro-data are generated mostly independently from a standardised statistical 
production process, it is useful to compare these data with official aggregated statistics within a common 
methodological framework in order to more carefully evaluate their quality and consistency.  

Business micro data can be linked to official statistics by the means of common key codes defined by 
the strata (domains of estimation) of the official estimates (Figure 1). Within the European Union, 
structural business statistics simultaneously present the following strata:  

− NACE four digit level,  

− NACE three digit level and size class,  

− NACE two digit level and NUTS two level regions   
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Figure 1. Possible links between business micro-data and official statistics 

 
 
 
 
 

 
  

 
 
   
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Once business micro-data and official statistics have been linked to official figures at the maximum 
level of (aggregated) detail, a number of quality check can be performed on business micro-data28: 

• analysis of coverage in terms of industry, country and size class 

• outlayers detection by comparing firm level charactheristic values (value added per person 
employed, turnover per person employed, etc) with the strata ones 

• detection of “static” and “dynamic” selection or structural bias by comparing charactheristic 
values as well as rate of growth by strata between the business micri-data and official statistics 

Bridging the gap between micro data from administrative sources and official statistics: a 
methodological proposal to extend the statistical approach  

The aim of this sub-section is to expand the methodology proposed in the previous sub-section, in 
effect the upgrading of business data from raw to statistically validated micro-data, by exploring the 
possibility to correct (or at least mitigate) business micro-data for selection and other structural bias errors 
(Figure 2).    

                                                      
28. Quality checks in terms of completeness and consistency of information at the firm level are considered as 

a priori analysis with respect to the ones described above.    

Variables Industry   4 
digits    

 1711 
 1712 
 1721 
 1722 
 1811 
 1812 
 1821 
 1822 

Industry 3  
digits  

Size class Variables 

171 1  
171 2  
172 2  
181 2  
182 1  

Industry  
2digits  

Region 
NUTS 2 

Variables 

17 1  
17 2  
18 1  
18 2  

Company 
ID code 

Industry  4 
digits  

Industry  3 
digits  

Industry  2 
digits  

Size 
class 

Region 
NUTS 2 

Variables 

1 1711 171 17 1 1  
2 1712 171 17 1 2  
 3 1712 171 17 2 1  
4 1721 172 17 2 2  
5 1722 172 17 2 1  
6 1722 172 17 2 2  
7 1811 181 18 2 1  
8 1812 181 18 2 2  
9 1821 182 18 1 1  
10 1822 182 18 1 2  
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A common methodological framework that encompasses Official estimates, NSIs and business micro-data   

 
The proposed approach is based on calibration coefficients usually adopted by sampling 

methodologists to carry out post-stratification estimation. Within this framework, it is assumed that 
business data represent a sample drawn by the BR population that have generated the official estimates, 
and business micro-data are linked backward to official statistics by the means of calibration coefficients.  

In contrast to official statistics but in line with the previous discussion on the most appropriate 
properties of micro-data for policy oriented analysis, calibration coefficients are not finalised to be 
consistent with total or mean values of the target population, but rather to indicators describing the overall 
statistic and dynamic performance of the target population (for instance level and rate of value added or 
productivity growth). The adoption of these coefficients as weights in exploratory analysis and regression 
estimates should mitigate the effects of static and dynamic selection bias.         

Business register 

Survey sample  

Final estimates  

Respondents sample 

Raw business data

Validated business data 

Consistent business data 

Expansion 
coefficients 

Calibration 
coefficients
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CHAPTER 2 

A PRELIMINARY STATISTICAL ASSESSMENT OF AMADEUS 

AND ORBIS DATABASES 

2.1 The nature of AMADEUS and ORBIS databases   

AMADEUS and more recently ORBIS are two databases set up and maintained by Bureau Van Dijk 
(BVD), a Bruxelles based IT company. Up to now, they have represented two leading examples of IBDs 
gathering information on business companies across a wide range of countries. These database report 
balance sheet information over million of companies, on both a consolidated and an unconsolidated basis. 
Additional variables include employees and some relevant classification characteristics such as code of 
economic activity, location and company size class. 

BVD gather information for AMADEUS or ORBIS databases through an extensive network of 
national based data providers. Each national based data provider sources business micro-data from the 
most extensive and reliable information sources at the national level. In most cases, the main source of 
information on business micro-data is represented by the administrative data collected by the Chambers of 
commerce to fulfil legal and administrative requirements. This is in line with the choice made by most 
NSIs as well as regional and national public administrations to use these data as a relevant source for the 
production of statistics and the analysis of firm behaviour.     

While Amadeus has an almost exhaustive coverage of business companies operating in Europe, 
ORBIS aims to extend its coverage world wide using other databases, including Amadeus, as building 
blocks. The preliminary analysis carried out in this chapter will be mainly focused on ORBIS, being the 
most relevant source of business micro-data information for international analysis involving OECD and 
main non OECD countries.  

Coverage, exclusion threshold, quality and completeness of data, as well as classification 
characteristics and economic variables of ORBIS database vary greatly across countries. Nevertheless, it 
must be acknowledged that the relative homogeneous nature of accounting principles across countries, as 
well as a quite successful attempt developed by the data provider to harmonise as much as possible these 
data across countries, have greatly reduce inter-countries comparability problems.  

An in depth and extensive analysis of the strengths and drawbacks of this database has not yet been 
carried out being behind the scope of its data provider and exceeding the analytical or academic goals of 
most of its current users. In this respect, the methodological framework described in chapter one seems to 
provide some essential guidelines to evaluate the relevance and the quality of this database on the basis of 
a statistically sound approach, and to highlight possible ways to improve the quality of these data and their 
consistency with official statistical figures.       

2.2 The strengths of ORBIS database 

ORBIS database, and its satellite database AMADEUS, is an extremely rich source of business 
information that seems to magnify the desired characteristics of a international business database in terms 
of countries coverage, number of variables and classification characteristics, and possibility to reorganize 
company information in a panel structure. 

The peculiar characteristics of ORBIS database made it suitable for a wide range of micro-
econometric analyses by industry, company size and enterprise location. The most interesting features of 
ORBIS database are described below.  
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International data pooling 

The possibility to perform micro-economic analysis by pooling business micro data from different 
countries seems to represent one of the essential advantages of ORBIS with respect to other information 
sources, including NSI micro-data.   

Classification characteristics and economic variables 

ORBIS includes, at least for a qualified sub-set of companies the complete set of balance sheet 
information, including all consolidated and unconsolidated current account and STATO PATRIMONIALE 
figures. Additional variables, such as the number of person employed, is included where available or 
otherwise estimated. These variables can be use to calculate an extensive set of company performance 
indicators, both in a statistic and in a dynamic perspective. In addition, ORBIS includes some relevant 
information on the company ownership structure that allows an in depth analysis of different types of 
companies (independent company, enterprise group, national and foreign multinational companies).  

Classification characteristics refer to company economic activity, size class and location. All these 
information are available at a very detail level: 4 to 5 digits code for the company main economic activity, 
different turnover or employees classes, and municipality or zip codes. These data are in line with those 
used by NSI as a major input to build their own business register.   

Flexibility  

The census-like nature of ORBIS database allows, in principle, to carry out micro-econometric 
analysis following and even combining different analytical perspectives: industry, enterprise size and 
enterprise location. This possibility is prevented in other sources where the sample design underpinning the 
data collection system may limit the scope of the analysis to some a priori defined estimation domains.  

Possibility to built ex post a panel data structure and to add external information 

The possibility to rearrange business micro-data from a cross sectional to a panel data structure is 
allowed by the presence of an identification company code that permits to track company information 
across different years. The census-like nature of business micro-data minimises the problems of panel 
friction that quite heavily plagues micro-data from NSIs, mainly collected by  the means of a yearly 
rotating sampling strategy. The availability of different ID codes for the same company potentially permit 
to expand the number of variables by linking ORBIS to external non confidential data sources.     

2.3 The drawbacks of ORBIS database 

ORBIS can be essentially considered as a data warehouse gathering all available information on 
business activities across most of developped and developping countries. In this respect, it is not organised 
according to standardised criteria as those adopted in the set up and mainteance of a business register by 
NSI. In particular, the basic statistical unit of ORBIS is represented by the company record which 
identifies not only different companies but also different business information (consolidated, 
unconsolidated, simplified accounts) for the same company. Selection filters included in ORBIS can be 
used to reduce the database to a basic business register structure (one company, one ID, one record).   
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Heterogeneity across countries in terms of coverage, exclusion threshold and information updating   

The number of records as well as variables availability in ORBIS greatly varies across countries. An 
in depth statistical analysis is needed in this respect to assess the comparability of business micro-data 
across countries and with respect to aggregated official statistical figures at the national level in terms of 
coverage, exclusion thresholds, and time lags in information updating. 

The standardised criteria used to select business company information in ORBIS are the following:  

− main economic activity in NACE C-K sections (excluding J)  

− complete set of unconsolidated variables       

Table 2. Number of companies and turnover reported by ORBIS and official sources for OECD countries 
based on standardised criteria  

ORBIS Official sources Coverage in %  
ORBIS on official 
sources  

Country or 
Area  

Number 
of firms 

Turnover Number 
of firms 

Turnover Number 
of firms  

Turnover 
Thresholds and exclusion effects  
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Harmonisation of classification charactheristics and economic variables across countries   

Altought basic accouting principles are quite similar across countries, accouting standards may vary 
considerably across countries. BDV has attempted to harmonise as much as possible accounting variables 
and classification charactheristics across countries. For instance, a basic correspondence is established 
within ORBIS to adopt different types of international classification of economic activity (NACE, ……..). 
The possibility to connect administrative definitions to statistically sound economic variables must be 
explored on the basis of standard definitions used in Structural Business Statistics.  

Micro-data quality and consistency  

Given the user-oriented approach followed by the data provider, a systematic assessment of the 
quality and the consistency of economic variables included in ORBIS is not carried out.  As a result, 
inconsistent and incomplete information records can be found in ORBIS. An ad hoc assessment of data 
quality can be done by the database user with the support of selection filters or queries. Nevertheless, this 
activity is quite complex when a large number of companies is investigated and there is also a need to carry 
out econometric analysis on standardised dataset.   

Selection and other systematic bias with respect to the target population 

The extent to which business micro-data may present “static” or “dynamic” selection bias or other 
types of structural bias with respect to the benchmark represented by the aggregated official figures 
released by NSIs is still unexplored. It may be inferred that substantial differences in the goals, variables 
definition, eligibility criteria, and data collection system used for administrative with respect to official 
statistical data, are very likely to introduce selection bias in business micro data that may significantly alter 
the results of micro-economic analysis and their consistency with macro-economic trends.    

A preliminary assessment of selection and other structural biases affecting business micro-data can be 
performed by comparing some basic economic indicators between official sources and ORBIS aggregated 
values  

Table 3. Comparing basic economic indicators between official sources and ORBIS aggregated data across 
OECD countries  

ORBIS Official sources Discrepancies in % Countries or 
geographical areas  

Number 
of  
firms   

Turnover 
over 
employees 

Value 
added over  
employees 

Number 
of  firms   

Turnover 
over 
employees 

Value 
added over  
employees 

Turnover 
over 
employees 

Value 
added 
over  
employees 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSION 

3.1 Conclusions and future lines of research 

The possibility to investigate enterprise behaviour on the basis of statistically sound micro-data 
information is a crucial task with respect to the current international policy debate focusing on innovation, 
competitveness and enterprenuership as the main drivers of economic growth. 

Micro-data included in international business databases represent a powerful and still quite 
unexploited source of information to analyse enterprise behaviour. There are essentially two reasons for 
that. Firstly, the persistence of accessibility problems in the short and medium run may introduce a 
significant delay in the use of micro-data from NSI. Secondly, micro-data from international business 
databases are very likely to represent in the long run a complementary source of information with respect 
to NSI micro-data in the analysis of enterprise behaviour. In effect, international business databases present 
some persistent advantages over micro-data from NSIs that justify by themselves a consistent investment 
oriented to a more systematic exploitation of these information sources. These advantages include the 
pooling of micro-data across countries, more flexible analytical perspectives, and the possibility to be 
rearranged in a panel structure with limited loss of information.    

As it now well understood, micro-data from international business databases are also plagued by 
severe data constrains and bias that may considerably reduce their use for applied economic analysis. More 
interestingly, the lack a substantial and systematic assessment of the quality and the consistency of these 
data from a statistical perspective has so far generated a shadow of uncertainty and scepticism over the 
possibility to effectively use them to carry out policy oriented applied economic analysis.  

The purpose of the methodological approach decribed in this research report has been twofold. Firstly, 
to carry out a systematic and indeep assessment of the quality and consistency of these data by themselves 
and with respect to official statistics. The detection of major sources of errors or bias in these data will 
allow a more rigourous and carefull use of these data in applied economic analysis. Secondly, the adoption 
of statistical tools and methodology will reduce the quality gap between business data and official data by 
improving the quality of business data at the micro level and by mitigating their selection or structural bias 
with respect to official statistics. A substantial upgrade in the quality and consistency of business micro-
data is very likely to amplify their relevance to carry out statistically sound policy oriented economic 
analysis.   

Future lines of research connected to the development of statistically sound micro level cross section 
or panel data from non official statistical sources should expand the methodology approach proposed in 
this research report.  In particular, a more careful assessment of the methodological procedures briefly 
described in this report is needed. In addition, the robustness of empirical results that can be obtained from 
these data should be tested and compared with results from NSI micro-data. Finally a wide range of 
applied empirical analysis should be carried out to evaluate the overall advantages of this information 
source.  
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3.2 Actions required 

The implementation of the proposed methodology requires the carrying out the following activities:   

− definition of harmonised criteria to extract micro-data information from ORBIS/AMADEUS 

− systematic assessment of the quality of information included in ORBIS/AMADEUS 

− improvement of the quality of information included in ORBIS/AMADEUS by applying 
standard outliers detection and units or items non respondent correction procedures 

− improvement of the consistency of business micro data with respect to official statistics (in 
effect reduction of selection bias and other structural bias problems)  by introducing a system 
of weights based on post-stratification estimation methods   

3.3 Expected results 

 Expected results from the implementation of this research program will consist in the release of a 
rich and statistically sound dataset of firm level information that covers most of OECD and developing 
countries. The set up and maintenance of this dataset, shaped either as a series of independent cross section 
or as a panel data, will represent a leading and high quality source of information to carry out micro-
economic analysis on a large scale and from different perspectives in a way that is mostly consistent with 
the structure and the trends designed by official statistical figures.   


