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1. Introduction 
This document provides lessons learned from the interviews carried out with custodians of selected 
normative documents who provided feedback on the process of ESS standardisation.  
 
The description of the model of the process of standardisation is available as a standalone document 
at: http://www.cros-portal.eu/content/process-standardisation.  
 

2. Testing approach 
In order to find good candidate ESS normative documents for the testing, a preliminary monitoring 
activity was carried out to identify the possible candidates in scope for the tests. The testing was 
carried out according to the following considerations and organisation: 

 Custodians of the selected normative documents were invited to participate in the testing 

 An invitation letter was later sent to custodians who agreed to participate in the testing 
(attached as Annex I.) 

 A brief summary of the structure of the telephone interview (with the model of the process 
of ESS standardisation) was sent to custodians before the interview to help their preparation 
and the smooth operation of the interview (attached as Annex II.) 

 Each interview was carried out by one interviewer and one observer to validate and double 
check the conclusions drawn from the interviews 

 Each interview was documented as a separate summary and was sent back to the custodian 
to check the completeness of the summary and highlight any mistakes that might be present 
in the document 

 This deliverable is compiled based on the individual summaries. The first draft version of this 
deliverable was also sent to the concerned custodians to inform them on the final lessons 
learned from the interviews 

 
3. Test cases 
Due to the constantly changing state-of-the-art situation with the candidate normative documents, 
the following three normative documents were chosen for the testing: 

 Guidelines for the assessment of research entities, research proposals and access facilities 

 ESS Handbook for Quality Reports, 2014 edition 

 ESSnet on Data Collection in Social Surveys (ESSnet DCSS) 
 
Two of the five stages of the process of ESS standardisation were allocated to each test case that 
resulted in the following division of the selected normative documents: 
 

Stage of process of ESS standardisation 
covered 

Normative document used for testing within the 
concerned stage 

A. Establishment of needs 

 ESSnet on Data Collection in Social Surveys 
(ESSnet DCSS) 

 Guidelines for the assessment of research 
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entities, research proposals and access facilities 

B. Development 
 ESSnet on Data Collection in Social Surveys 

(ESSnet DCSS) 

C. Adoption  ESS Handbook for Quality Reports, 2014 edition 

D. Dissemination & Support 
implementation 

 ESS Handbook for Quality Reports, 2014 edition 

E. Maintenance & Review 
 Guidelines for the assessment of research 

entities, research proposals and access facilities 

Table 1. – Division of test cases among stages of process of ESS standardisation 
 
In order to gain more insight and views, it was an important aspect during the preparations for the 
testing to include initiatives with different attitudes towards standardisation.  
 
Due to the difficulties with setting the final test cases, the final selected group might have a more 
positive attitude towards standardisation as all of them are or have been actively engaged in 
processes that could be good examples for one or more stages of the proposed process of 
standardisation.  
 
Given the resources available and the ESSnet format, this deliverable never intended to claim to any 
generalisations on how the ESS community will think about the standardisation process. 
 
The target audience of the telephone interviews was people actively involved in the development, 
implementation and maintenance of the selected normative documents. Accordingly, respondents 
were experts from National Statistical Institutes and Eurostat who are familiar with the whole or 
relevant parts of the approach of setting their selected normative documents.  

 
4. Motivation for testing 
The main motivation to test the elaborated process of ESS standardisation was to collect information 
from the practical field, from experts engaged in ESS activities that might be potential candidates for 
or be important from the proposed standardisation perspective. The priorities were the following: 

 General opinion on the standardisation principles and the process as a whole 

 How the concerned stages of the chosen normative documents were organised and 
managed in practice to be able to compare to the activities proposed by the process of ESS 
standardisation (current approaches taken are summarised in Annex III.) 

 Find out if the standardisation principles and the process itself are acceptable to the 
custodians and collect first feedback on them 

 Evaluate the burden the process and the concerned stages and the relevant activities impose 
on stakeholders and compare the burden to the benefits (latter represented by the 
standardisation principles and the process) 

 Collect feedback on the process of ESS standardisation in general and identify any additional 
pros and cons. 

 
The questions during the telephone interviews were allocated accordingly. 
 
The ESSnet partners were also interested to identify any need or opinion on which the modification 
of the process of ESS standardisation is justified. In such a case, the model itself would be updated 
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based on the lessons learned from testing. Even though very important and relevant feedback was 
collected during the interviews, no such need was identified that would result in the change of the 
model of the process of ESS standardisation. 
 

5. Summary of lessons learned 
Based on the telephone interviews carried out, the following general lessons learned can be 
highlighted: 

 The concept of standardisation is not broadly known (definition of the standard, concept of 
standardisation, role and importance of standards in the ESS) thus an extensive 
communication campaign would be useful for the topic of standardisation 

 Approach taken with standards (standards are not obligatory) is welcomed and is considered 
as reasonable and ‘right’  

 Standardisation principles are supported and accepted by custodians 

 Value of the standardisation principles and the process of ESS standardisation is recognised 

 Current processes run in the ESS are very different: some of them are already in line with the 
relevant parts of the standardisation process while for some others, not all activities are 
carried out or not carried out in a way as envisaged by the process. 

  

6. Detailed lessons learned 
This part of the document provides detailed feedback grouped according to the main purposes of the 
testing. 
 
Differences in the approaches taken with the selected normative documents compared to the 
process of ESS standardisation 

 Sometimes the separation of the ESSC decision points are not that prominent in practice as 
in the process model (e.g. the ESSC decides not only on the fact of developing, adopting or 
withdrawing/revising a standard but also already on future steps to take such as decision on 
future revision or development or accepting changes in the standard at the same time as 
changing the status of the given normative document) 

 Sometimes the impact of the planned changes (major or minor) determines if the ESSC is 
consulted (it is not assured “automatically” for activities as envisaged by the process of ESS 
standardisation) 

 Sometimes not all the activities are dealt with during given stages as envisaged by the 
process of ESS standardisation. However, the activities proposed by the model are 
reasonable and their added value and reasonability is recognised and, in general, supported 

 
Reflections on the standardisation principles 

 General recognition of the importance and relevance of the five standardisation principles 

 Practical aspects (such as: time pressure or level of active contribution of the stakeholders in 
stakeholder consultations or during establishment of needs or development) have huge 
impact on fully respecting the principles, especially consensus 

 Proportionality is highlighed as the most difficult standardisation principle to measure and to 
fully respect in practice 
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 The principle ‘balance’ might be less important if consensus is a prominent principle (if 
consensus is reached it is straightforward to assume that no one group’s interest dominates 
the approach thus balance is assured) 

 
Relationship of benefits and burden 

 Even though the standardisation principles are important; it is sometimes difficult in practice 
to find balance between the benefits and burden and decide on what is top priority (finding a 
good balance between the principles and the conditions, such as: time pressure) 

 In general: it is worth it if the discussions and exchange of views is thorough: the more views 
are heard, the more stable the final consensus could be. The more views, opinions taken into 
account, the more stable the standard can be 

 Reaching consensus and respecting all standardisation principles in practice has its own 
burden 

 The principles of standardisation are of relevance and of high importance for the ESS. They 
could ensure the transparency and the "fit-for-purpose" kind of elaborating and handling of 
the standards at ESS level 

 
Pros and cons, additional remarks 

 The process of standardisation can be applied if there is a strong governance structure for 
the standardisation at ESS level 

 The process is important for the operation of the ESS in order to establish standards in a 
more transparent and efficient way 

 The standardisation process should be adopted so as to be used at ESS level 

 If the concerned normative document is an accompanying instrument to a legal act, the 
separation of the legal act and the standard is a good approach. Separation means that the 
standard contains practical solutions for implementing the measures of the Regulation. The 
standard should contain nothing additional or contradictory to the Regulation. Decoupling 
the legal act and the standard itself is not common practice in the Commission today 

 Separation of the actual standard from the legal act can be useful but as initiatives in the ESS 
can be quite different from each other, the usefulness of this approach might need to be 
judged on a case-by-case basis 

 Sometimes it is confusing for some stakeholders to decide whether the standard itself is 
mandatory or not (especially if the concerned normative document is an accompanying 
instrument to a legal act). For legal acts, the advantage is that everyone knows if they are 
binding or not; with standards, there is no common view on the obligatory nature of 
standards; the idea that standards are not obligatory is not self-evident 

 The idea that standards are not obligatory is a good approach to be taken. Standards can be 
more welcomed by stakeholders if they are not instructions but recommendations 

 Sometimes the commitment of the owner of the standard is needed to fully respect all 
standardisation principles 

 For “high impact” issues in the ESS, the stakeholders tend to consider the concerned 
initiative as priority issue. In these cases consensus and balance could be more prominent 
(due to more active consultation and diverging views) 

 Considering country- or domain-specific aspects during the development of the standard can 
further help to support and motivate its implementation 
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 If not all views are heard and stakeholders are not adequately consulted during development 
(or if there is no possibility to undertake such wide discussion during developing and testing 
the standard) then the adopted standard might need updates shortly after its adoption. This 
could put heavy burden on the owner of the standard 

 It is very useful to have supporting instruments with the standards. Constant update 
(maintenance) of the standard is not feasible as it is a very heavy and burdensome 
procedure. Therefore supporting instruments are feasible in the form of additional 
supplementary material. In case regular updates are provided, it is useful to have advance 
notice and indicate this very early in the process 

 The burden could be reduced by pre-determining the scope of the compulsory application of 
the process – in the framework of this all the normative documents in force could be 
mapped and prioritised 

 Common dissemination channels for ESS standards are desirable (functionality of the CROS 
portal is not 100% suitable for dissemination) 

 

Conclusion 
Based on the testing of the process of ESS standardisation, the general conclusion can be drawn that 
the value of the standardisation principles and the process of ESS standardisation is welcomed and 
generally supported. In order to move the topic of standardisation forward in the ESS, the following 
main lessons learned can be concluded based on the testing: 

 Communication of the role of standards and the standardisation process should take place 
and should be given priority. ESS members are not well informed on the role and 
importance of standardisation in the ESS thus it is a real barrier for its integration into the 
ESS structure 

 The standardisation principles and the process of ESS standardisation are welcomed and 
supported. The model is altogether reasonable and a good ‘guide’ to establish standards for 
the ESS. This is still the case given the burden imposed. 

 In order to ensure practical applicability the place of standardisation and the 
standardisation process must be found in the ESS, the final integrated solution must be 
clearly communicated and the management of the process must be ensured 

 Current ESS practices in establishing normative documents is heterogeneous thus the 
process of ESS standardisation ‘feels more natural’ for some initiatives while for other 
initiatives the approaches taken are quite different compared to the envisaged operation of 
the process of ESS standardisation. This asks for a step-by-step implementation of the model, 
taking into account current domain- or topic-specific activities 

 
References 
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Annex I. – Invitation letter 
(document sent to the custodian of the normative document for inviting him/her for the telephone 
interview) 

Invitation  
to participate in a telephone interview for ESS standardisation 
 
The ESSnet on Standardisation is an ongoing ESSnet project, aimed at providing practical guidance 
and solutions for a future standardisation system in the ESS. The whole ESS standardisation concept 
is based on a process model aimed at to be a common reference for the development, dissemination 
and revision of all standards in the ESS. The ESSnet on Standardisation has been working on the fine-
tuning of the planned model, with the aim to be put in practice in the near future. 
 
Standards in the ESS are meant to be established by consensus and approved by a recognised body 
that provides for common and repeated use rules, guidelines or characteristics for activities or their 
results, aimed at the achievement of the optimum degree of order in a given context.  
 
Standards are established as the main outcomes of standardisation processes that are built around 
the five principles of standardisation: 
 
 Consensus. Acceptance by consensus ensures that all views are heard and the resulting standard 

is generally agreed to. Consensus means a general agreement, characterised by the absence of 
sustained opposition to substantial issues by any important part of the concerned interests and 
by a process that involves seeking to take into account the views of all parties concerned and to 
reconcile any conflicting arguments. Consensus does not imply unanimity. 

 Transparency and openness. Involvement of all stakeholders ensures transparency of the 
standardisation process; provides advance public notice of a proposed standard and helps to 
promote usage of the forthcoming standard.   

 Balance means that no one group’s interest dominates the approach in the standardisation 
process. This implies that special attention should be paid to applicability in 
countries/institutions of different sizes and different levels of development and that different 
local context can be dealt with.  

 Due process ensures that anyone with a ‘direct and material interest’ has a right to express a 
position and to have that position considered (where necessary including the right to appeal). If 
a position is not adopted the reason should be well explained. 

 Proportionality means that the ESS standardisation process must be lean. It should be applied in 
such a way that the cost of application is reasonable compared to the possible standardisation 
results that are envisaged. All standardisation activities are pertinent, but the effort put into any 
activity has to be proportional to the expected benefits.  

 
In order to verify that the developed standardisation process model is applicable in practice, we 
would like to gather feedback from a few important ESS initiatives to form an opinion on the 
usability of the model. 
 
In order to achieve this, we would like to kindly ask you to be available for a telephone interview. 
The interview will take no longer than 30-45 minutes. 
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At this interview, the assigned partner of the ESSnet on Standardisation will explain the methodology 
and the logic of the model so no special preparation is necessary on your part1 and we do not need 
written documents from you. 
 
The main part of the interview will focus on understanding how the initiative that you are 
responsible for (that we call normative document in the context of ESS standardisation) is/has been 
established, developed, adopted, disseminated, maintained/reviewed. The interview will only focus 
on one of these five „stages”. You will be kindly asked to also reflect on how the current process 
would be different if it was to follow the ESS standardisation process. ESSnet on Standardisation 
partners will produce a short summary of the interview and send it to you for confirmation. 
 
The main goal of this interview is to gather feedback on the usability of the model; to identify if it 
imposes more burden on the actors/stakeholders involved than the current practice and „catch the 
general feeling” towards the standardisation principles and the model itself. 
 
Thank you for your cooperation in advance! 
 
The ESSnet on Standardisation team. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                
1 If you would still like to read about the model and the aim of ESS standardisation, please visit the CROS portal 
site of the ESSnet on Standardisation at: http://www.cros-portal.eu/content/standardisation 
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Annex II.  – Structure of the telephone interview  
(document sent to the custodian of the normative document before the telephone interview) 
 
ESSNET ON STANDARDISATION 
 
THE PROCESS OF ESS STANDARDISATION 
STRUCTURE OF THE TELEPHONE INTERVIEWS 
 
1. [Introduction of the role and process of standardisation in the ESS] 

 
a. what is a standard? 
b. why are standards important? 
c. what is the value added? 
d. overall description of the process 

 

 
 
2. How does the relevant phase (establishment of needs / development / adoption / 

dissemination & support implementation / maintenance & review) work or have worked in 
practice with your initiative? Could you please briefly describe the process followed? 
 

3. [Explanation of how the relevant phase should work from the standardisation point of view].  
What do you think about the differences between the current approach taken and the 
planned approach from standardisation point of view?  
 

4. [Go through the relevant activities in the concerned phase and ask one-by-one]  
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Has it been covered by the current practice? What problems can you identify with the 
activities in connection with your initiative? 
 

5. [Explanation of the standardisation principles].  
Do you think that the principles are relevant for you? Did you miss some of these when you 
were engaged in the relevant phase? 
 

6. What do you think about the added value of the standardisation principles on the quality of 
the deliverables produced? 
 

7. What do you think about the burden the process of standardisation would impose on actual 
processes? 
 

8. How do you assess the value added – burden imposed relationship? 
 

9. What do you think about the process in general? Do you think it would be useful to have this in 
practice?  
 

10. What are the pros and cons that you have in mind? 
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Annex III.  – Brief summaries of the processes followed for the selected 
normative documents 
 

Guidelines for the assessment of research entities, research proposals and access facilities 
The Guideline explicitly contains the procedural arrangements for the modifications, revision of the 
Guideline.  
 

(1) The technical responsibility for changing the Guidelines for assessing research entities, 
research proposals and access facilities lies with the Working Group on Statistical 
Confidentiality. 

(2) The Working Group on Statistical Confidentiality may directly endorse a specific change or 
decide that the specific update/modification requires the endorsement of the ESS Committee 
because of its administrative, organisational or financial implications for the National Statistical 
Institutes. In the latter case, the Working Group on Statistical Confidentiality will invite 
Eurostat to address the ESS Committee. The ESS Committee will give its opinion on the 
proposed changes to the Guidelines. 

(3) The consultation of the Working Group on Statistical Confidentiality regarding possible 
changes to the Guidelines can be made either during meetings of the Working Group or via 
written consultation.  

(4) Both Eurostat and National Statistical Institutes may take the initiative to propose changes to 
parts of the Guidelines. Reasons for the proposed changes must be clearly set out and the 
necessary information must be provided to the Working Group on Statistical Confidentiality. 

(5) Although the Guidelines may in principle be updated/modified at any point in time, Eurostat 
shall do its best to keep the content of the Guidelines stable over time and changes should be 
proposed only in duly justified cases. 

(6) The date of application of endorsed changes to the Guidelines will be established by Eurostat 
following the recommendation of the Working Group on Statistical Confidentiality or the ESS 
Committee for changes endorsed by that Committee. 

ESS handbook for quality reports, 2014 edition 
The ‘standardisation’ process of the above mentioned normative document went through the 
following process: 

 Need indicated by the Sponsorship on Quality (SoQ) – Theme III, recommendations on quality 
reporting 

 The ESSC confirmed the need for modification – Final report of the SoQ approved 

 Task Force on Quality Reporting, a sub-group of the Working Group on Quality in Statistics, 
was established for developing the Single Integrated Metadata Structure (SIMS) and for 
updating the ESS Handbook for Quality Reports – 8 Member States were involved in the work 

 Working Group on Quality in Statistics approved the outcomes of the work 

 The SIMS was submitted to and approved by the ESSC, while the finalised normative 
document, the Handbook was submitted to and approved by the DIME/ITDG (as it is not a 
Regulation, the ESSC was not involved) 

ESSnet on Data Collection in Social Surveys (ESSnet DCSS) 
Developments of Deliverables of the ESSnet DCSS were undertaken according to this procedure: 
 

 Developments were made throughout the whole operation of the ESSnet 
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 Milestone discussions took place at different meetings of the ESSnet team (discussions, 
conclusions) then the developed material was circulated among ESSnet partners for 
feedback. 

 Same approach was followed for the summary report. 

 
 


