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Centres	of	Competence 

1. Recommendation for action by the DIME 

The DIME is invited  

– to give feedback on the document on Centres of Competence (Annex 5). 

2. Background and brief history 

Currently, there is no structure for managing the results of ESSnet projects once they have run 
their course. Centres of Competence are foreseen to be the main means for achieving 
sustainability of the ESSnet project results. 

So far, the practical modalities for Centres of Competence have not been decided upon, but to 
try out the idea, a pilot centre of competence (on Data Warehousing) are included in the 2013 
ESSnet programme and two pilot centres of competence (a Knowledge Repository and a 
Centre of Competence on Seasonal Adjustment) are proposed for the 2014 ESSnet programme 
(see the documents for item 9 of the agenda of the present DIME meeting). 

3. Policy context 
In the domain of statistical methods and methodology in the joint ESS strategy 
(ESSC/2010/05/6), identification and wide sharing of best practices (repository) and 
methodological knowledge and competence management play a prominent role. 
 
To put this into practice, the principle of Centres of Competence (“Centres of Excellence”) 
was adopted by the ESSC in May 2012 (as a part of the new strategy for ESSnets).  
 
The use of the ESSnet strategy as the vessel for the Centres of Competence is motivated by the 
fact that such Centres could often serve as a means for achieving sustainability of ESSnet 
project results. However, Centres of Competence need not by any means be restricted to the 
domains covered by ESSnet projects; other areas could also qualify. One example is Seasonal 
Adjustment, where there is a large body of knowledge and a comprehensive suite of tools 
which have been developed, and where there is a clear need across the ESS for the sharing of 
this knowledge and the continued availability of these tools by means of evolutive 
maintenance. 

4. Consequences for the NSIs  
The ESS NSIs are foreseen to be the main supplier of the human resources needed for the 
operation of the Centres of Competence. How to allocate financial resources to this initiative 
remains to be determined.  
 
If the Centres of Competence would have a planning horizon similar to that of the ESSnet 
programme, one conjecture would be that a formal Centre of Competence structure could be 
launched in 2015. However, this depends on a range of factors, so both earlier or later launch 
times would be possible. 
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5. Outstanding problems 
Numerous issues need to be resolved: 

• The selection of areas for Centres of Competence – how to identify areas and prioritise 
among them? 

• How to conduct appropriate cost/benefit analyses, so that it could be demonstrated (or 
disproved) for a given domain that it is more cost-efficient to maintain existing results 
rather than develop from scratch? 

• The actual remit of a typical Centre of Competence – which kind of services should a 
Centre of Competence offer? 

• The administrative, legal and financial setup of Centres of Competence. 

6. Risk assessment 
If a structure for Centres of Competence is not set up, there is a risk for loss of the hard-earned 
knowledge acquired during the course of the various projects of the ESSnet programme. 

7. Next steps 
Based on, inter alia, the feedback received from DIME, Eurostat will elaborate a proposal for 
Centres of Competence, which would be transmitted to the DIME for approval. 
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Annex	5.	Centres	of	Competence		
1 Background 
1.1 Rationale 

While there is a clear emphasis on transfer of ESSnet project results to non-participating ESS 
members, and a generally good level of dissemination of ESSnet project results, there is no 
sustainability of ESSnet project results by design. 
 
In the extreme case, at the end of an ESSnet project: 

• the group of experts (i.e. the ESSnet project team) is disbanded 
• there is no implementation of the project results in the ESS 
• ESS colleagues are left without any guidance beyond that which the ESSnet project 

deliverables (on the CROS portal) provides. 
 
To remedy this situation, the ESSC meeting of May 2012 adopted the idea of Centres of 
Competence (charged with assuring the sustainability of ESSnet project results) as part of the 
ESSnet strategy1. This idea is well-aligned with the joint ESS strategy, where identification and 
wide sharing of best practices (repository) and methodological knowledge and competence 
management is given a prominent role in the statistical methods and methodology field. 

1.2 An old concept 

Sustainability of the results of development projects, including maintenance and transfer of 
knowledge and expertise is a perennial cause of concern. Various terms have been used for this type 
of activity: 

• Centre of Excellence 
• Centre of Expertise 
• Centre of Knowledge 
• Centre of Competence. 

 
Within what would later become the ESSnet programme, the idea of Centres of Excellence 
(CENEX) was adopted in 2005, and two Centres of Excellence were subsequently launched and 
were running during the period 2006-2008: 

• The Centre of Excellence on Statistical Disclosure Control 
• The Centre of Excellence on Integration of Survey and Administrative Data. 

 
Their tasks included: 

• An inventory of (i) the state-of-the art of the methodology and (ii) available software in the 
domain of the CENEX 

• The elaboration of recommendations and handbooks 
• awareness-raising activities. 

(For the CENEX on SDC, actual development of software was also included). 
 

                                                 
1  ESSnet Activity Report and 2013 planning (ESSC 2012/13/2/EN);  

http://www.cros-portal.eu/sites/default/files//ESSC_2012_13_02_EN_ESSnet_0.doc 
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Later on in the ESSnet programme, activities aiming at the transfer of knowledge have been part of 
(or voluntary follow-up activities to) the ESSnet projects on Small Area Estimation and Data 
Warehousing. 

1.3 The idea of Centres of Competence 

Given the large number of ESSnet projects, and the increased concern for how to manage the results 
of the ESSnet projects after their end, the idea of Centres of Competence was proposed at the 2011 
ESSnet workshop2. The idea was subsequently integrated into the ESSnet strategy1, which was 
adopted by the ESSC in May 2012.  
 
In order to maintain the momentum before permanent implementation provisions are put in place, 
pilot Centres of Competence have been included in the ESSnet programme. More specifically 

• the 2013 ESSnet programme (Annex 3 to the ESS VIP programme3) includes a pilot Centre 
of Competence on Data Warehousing; 

• the proposed 2014 ESSnet programme includes  
o a Knowledge Repository pilot Centre of Competence (inspired by the best practices 

repository identified in the joint ESS strategy) 
o a pilot Centre of Competence for Seasonal Adjustment  
o a Centre of Competence as a possible part of the second of the three project phases 

of the plan for the ESBRs ESSnet project. 

1.4 Unresolved issues 

While the principle has been endorsed by the ESSC, the specific modalities for implementing the 
Centres of Competence have not yet been elaborated and agreed upon. Issues such as what a Centre 
of Competence should do – and how it should do it –were subject to a panel discussion at the 2012 
ESSnet workshop4. 

In Section 2 below, topics similar to those brought up during the panel discussion are presented. 

2 Name, remit and modalities of Centres of Competence 
2.1 What’s in a name? 

As noted in Section 1.2 above, various terms have been used, more or less interchangeably, to 
denote sustainability efforts. Strictly speaking, the name could actually be said to indicate the nature 
of the various efforts. 

For instance, the following interpretations could be made about the different terms presented in 
Section 1.2: 

• Centre of Excellence  
This could indicate an entity in regular operation, which is the best at what it does in a 
certain area. It is a role model for others to look up to and learn from. E.g. the best 

                                                 
2  How to sustain ESSnet projects results after their end: centres of knowledge, competences and expertise, 

presentation by V. Van der Zande at the 2011 ESSnet Workshop;   
http://www.cros-portal.eu/sites/default/files//Centre%20of%20knowledge%20and%20expertise_0.ppt) 

3  ESS VIP Programme (ESSC 2012/15/6/EN);  
http://www.cros-portal.eu/sites/default/files//ESSC_2012_15_06_EN%20ESS%20VIP.pdf 

4  Panel discussion during the closing session of the programme  
(http://www.cros-portal.eu/content/workshop-programme-and-presentations-0). 
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laboratory for developing survey questionnaires, which other laboratories across the ESS 
could (should) strive to emulate.  

• Centre of Expertise 
This could indicate a group of world-renowned experts within an area that could be 
consulted for advice. E.g. cutting-edge Statistical Disclosure Control experts.  

• Centre of Knowledge  
This could indicate knowledgeable experts – or managers of a knowledge repository – 
which could be used across the ESS. (The managers could be experts in the domain – or 
specialised knowledge managers.) E.g. an entity responsible for the management of a 
handbook for business surveys.  

• Centre of Competence 
Here, competent could mean capable or qualified (thanks to the skills present in the Centre, 
it would thus be highly capable of performing tasks – and delivering advise – in a certain 
domain).  

Topic for discussion: 

2.2 Areas of activity 

It could be assumed that Centres of Competence would only be set up for areas where European 
solutions make sense – but it has to be determined what that means in practice.  
 
Topic for discussion include:  

• Should preference be given to mature areas with an already established body of 
knowledge/group of experts – or should the activities of the Centre start with a build-up 
phase, during which an inventory of the domain and the state of the art is done (as in the 
CENEX case; see Section 1.2 above)? 

• Should preference be given to areas where certain NSIs have a relative advantage (i.e. when 
the distribution of competence is uneven across the ESS), or where economies of scale5 
could be achieved?  

• Should the body of Centres of Competence grow organically, or should the establishment be 
preceded by the definition of an entire framework (specifying the entire field of areas to be 
covered and/or scheduling the various Centres to be established)? 

2.3 Types of activity 

Given a certain area of activity, the type of activity carried out by a Centre of Competence needs to 
be agreed upon.  
 
Should Centres of Competence:  

• Provide specific common services? 

• Support development projects? 

• Facilitate implementation of results (consultancy)? 

• Maintain a knowledge repository? 

                                                 
5  To illustrate “economies of scale”: consider an entirely hypothetical situation under which e.g. 0.1 full-time 

equivalents are devoted to an area at each ESS NSI. Further assume that this responsibility could be shifted to a 
Centre with 2 persons working full-time. With approximately 30 ESS NSIs, this would result in a saving of 
approximately one full-time equivalent. 
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• Provide support, expertise and training? 

• Conduct other tasks for the benefit of the ESS? (Which?) 

Even if the answer were to be “all of the above”, priorities should be set. 

2.4 Administrative modalities 

The practical operation of the Centres of Competence needs to be given some consideration as well. 

Topics for discussion include: 

• Should the Centres consist of staff from a single ESS NSI, from a few NSIs, or from 
virtually each ESS NSI? 

• Should the Centres consist of ESS NSI staff only, or should e.g. academics or private 
enterprises be involved? 

• Should the Centres (if consisting of staff from more than one NSI) be located in one place 
physically, or be set up as a “virtual” Centre? 

• Should preference be given to having colleagues “detached to” (and working full-time at) a 
Centre, or to having colleagues sharing time between the Centre activities and their “day 
job”? 

• Should there be a governing body for all Centres? 

2.5 Financial modalities 

While the pilot Centres of Competence are financed by means of grants, this does not necessarily 
mean that the regular Centres of Competence, once they have been set up, would be financed in that 
way. Eurostat is currently investigating various options. 
 
Topics for discussion include: 

• Would you pay for the services of a Centre of Competence operated by other NSIs? 

• Would you provide such services for “repayment in kind”, i.e. if no financial incentive were 
provided, but if there were an equitable distribution of Centres of Competence across the 
ESS, meaning that all NSIs would devote a similar amount of resources to Centres of 
Competence (in relation to their size)? 

• Would you provide Centre of Competence services if they were co-financed by the 
European Union? 

• Would you provide Centre of Competence services if they were paid for by the NSIs using 
such services? 

3 Further steps 
3.1 Reflection 

Based on, inter alia, the feedback received from DIME, Eurostat will elaborate a proposal for 
Centres of Competence, which would be transmitted to the DIME for approval.  

3.2 Launch 

If the Centres of Competence would have a planning horizon similar to that of the ESSnet 
programme, one conjecture would be that a formal Centre of Competence structure could be 
launched in 2015. However, this depends on a range of factors, so both earlier or later launch times 
would be possible. 


