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Data sources for business statistics 
 

Preface 
The production of European business statistics is based on a variety of data sources such as surveys, 

administrative data, Big Data, the reuse of microdata already collected and other data sources. 

This chapter is part of a larger online publication, the European Business Statistics manual, which 

offers a detailed description of methodologies and background information on how these statistics 

are produced in the European Statistical System (ESS). 
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1. Introduction 
This chapter provides a brief overview of the various data sources that can be used for producing 

European business statistics. 

European legislation provides the Member States with sufficient flexibility for determining the type 

of data source(s) they use for European business statistics based on the principle of subsidiarity. This 

flexibility is strengthened by Article 4(1) of the Framework Regulation Integrating Business Statistics 

(FRIBS), which is set to be adopted in 2018-2019: 

Member States shall produce the statistics referred to in Articles 6 and 7 as well as the national statistical 

business registers referred to in Article 9, using any relevant data sources while avoiding excessive burden on 

respondents and taking due account of the cost effectiveness of the national statistical authorities. The national 

statistical authorities may use the following data sources for the production of the statistics and the national 

statistical business registers required under this Regulation:  

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/EBS-manual-table-of-contents-and-introduction.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/FRIBS-basic-act.pdf
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(a) surveys: reporting units called upon by the Member States shall be obliged to provide timely, accurate and 

complete information needed for the production of the statistics and the national statistical business registers 

required under this Regulation;  

(b) administrative records, including information from tax and customs authorities;  

(c) exchanged micro-data;  

(d) other relevant sources of information which comply with the quality criteria referred to in Article 16, 

including combinations of existing data sources.  

 

The surveys are described in section 2. The customs records, administrative records and other 

external data sources are addressed in section 3.   

In addition to the existing exchange of microdata in the field of the EuroGroups Register, FRIBS 

provides the legal framework for exchanging intra-EU export microdata so that national data 

compilers can re-use them to compile intra-EU imports. This will improve consistency between intra-

EU imports and exports, and provide the conditions for Member States to significantly reduce the 

administrative burden on businesses. These microdata are described in section 4. 

Section 5 concludes with microdata linking as a data source, which is based on combining several 

data sources that already exist within the organisation of the data compiler. 

The arrangements for the possible bilateral exchange of data between the national statistical 

institute (NSI) and the national central bank (NCB) of a Member State in order to produce European 

(business) statistics are determined at national level in accordance with Regulation (EC) No 

223/2009. This Regulation emphasises the need for statistical cooperation between ESS and the 

European System of Central Banks (ESCB). Given the national character of this cooperation, this 

chapter does not provide further information on these NSI-NCB data exchanges. 

In addition to re-using external microdata records, aggregated data are sometimes also exchanged 
between data compilers at national level. Using these aggregated data as an input for the production 
of national EU statistics is only admissible if their quality, underlying methods and use of statistical 
units comply with EU provisions and standards. Their description in the quality and metadata reports 
should provide sufficient evidence of this. Justification for re-using aggregated data takes place on a 
case-by-case basis and is not detailed in this chapter. 
 

If a statistic cannot be produced by one or more of the above-mentioned data sources, FRIBS allows 

data compilers to (also) produce the statistic using scientifically based and well documented 

estimation and imputation methods. These so-called model-based methods need to be evaluated on 

a case-by-case basis, and fall outside the scope of this chapter; general information on model-based 

estimation/imputation is available in Processing methods in Business Statistics (at national level), in 

particular sections 8 and 9. These estimates typically rely on observed data that correlate sufficiently 

with the unobserved target variable. Examples of such model-based statistics include seasonally 

adjusted and working day adjusted short-term statistics. 

Member States have full flexibility in their choice of data sources and processing methods. However, 

the resulting output needs to be checked against EU data validation standards and should be 

improved accordingly before it is submitted for publication by Eurostat. The data compilers also have 

to transmit reference metadata (incl. quality indicators) of the statistical output to Eurostat. This 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/Processing-methods-in-business-statistics.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/Data-validation-in-business-statistics.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/Reference-metadata-in-business-statistics.pdf
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approach to input source flexibility and output quality control should ensure both effective 

production and high-quality end results. On the one hand, businesses can be confident that ESS 

produces business statistics in a cost-effective manner that avoids unnecessary burden, while on the 

other end users can be confident that the statistical end results are checked, monitored and meet 

the key principles of statistical quality (relevant, accurate, timely, punctual, accessible and clear, 

comparable and coherent). 

This chapter only covers the potential data sources for compiling EU statistics. Data flows for other 

purposes fall outside the scope of this chapter, such as microdata exchange for research purposes or 

data sharing between international organisations. 

Confidentiality measures are described in detail in Statistical Disclosure Control.   

 

2. Surveys 
Data collections by means of surveys usually involve an original source obtained directly from the 

observation unit for the specific purpose of producing statistics. 

Using a survey to compile statistics affords data compilers significant control in general over the 

statistical process and outcome quality. This traditional approach to data collection is associated with 

a large number of well-established statistical methodologies ranging from questionnaire design, 

sampling and collection techniques to data cleansing, imputation and estimations of aggregates. For 

more details, please see Processing methods in business statistics. 

The way in which survey data are collected has moved away from the traditional paper-based 

approach to electronic and internet-based solutions. A number of Member States have already made 

progress on reporting standards1 for exchanging business information, reducing the administrative 

burden and streamlining the administrative data collections as a whole (incl. for statistical purposes). 

Along with the fact that the survey itself has been modernised, more and more survey-based 

collections are now strengthened or replaced by re-using existing external or internal data sources, 

as explained in the following sections. 

3. Re-using external data sources 

3.1 Introduction 

The first initiatives for using external data sources were launched in the 1980s, and recent decades 

have revealed a sizeable interest in the potential for re-using existing external data sources for 

producing official statistics. 

In general, the use of existing external data sources causes a reduction in the burden on enterprises 

and often improves the cost-effectiveness of national statistical authorities. 

                                                           
1
 A well-known example of a common reporting standard is XBRL, which stands for eXtensible Business 

Reporting Language. It is a freely available and global standard for exchanging business information. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/Statistical-Disclosure-Control-in-business-statistics.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/Processing-methods-in-business-statistics.pdf
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There are several alternatives for classifying the various types of external data sources. This chapter 

distinguishes between administrative data and Big Data. 

Administrative data are defined as administrative records from public administrative systems (e.g. 
tax and customs records etc.) and from other sources. In statistical legislation, the term 
‘administrative data’ is used in a more narrow sense, meaning administrative data from public 
administration. However, in terms of methodology, the definition of administrative data includes 
administrative data derived from other sources. 
 
Administrative data from public administrative systems typically include data from systems that are 
run by public units classified under NACE group 84.1 (Administration of the State and the economic 
and social policy of the community). This group includes general administration (e.g. executive, 
legislative, financial administration at all levels of government) and regulation in the field of social 
and economic life. 
 
Many of these external administrative data follow a well-defined and largely stable structure in terms 

of variety, volume and velocity. Experience of using such information and integrating it into statistical 

systems has already been gained and significant progress made, as explained in section 3.2. A typical 

characteristic of these external data is that they have been designed and put in place for non-

statistical purposes. As a result, additional methodologies are required when using these external 

data in the statistical production process. 

With the growing importance of information technology such as the internet, social media, 

smartphones and GPS, new types of data have emerged that come into existence with the storing of 

interactions and sensor data. These new data types are generally referred to as Big Data, as they are 

so big and complex that they are hard to analyse with traditional descriptive statistics and database 

tools. 

Big data covers all sorts of information from e.g. sensors and tracking devices (GPS, traffic), online 

logging of searches and page visits, and recordings of social media and opinions. 

The usefulness of Big Data is widely acknowledged, and this also goes for official statistics. But this is 

also a highly complex area – not only from a statistical point of view, but also in terms of several 

other aspects that are crucial for producing statistics such as policy, legislation and communication. 

Section 3.3 outlines the ESS projects on Big Data, which aim to: 

 gain experience in using Big Data; 

 identify, analyse and solve issues; and 

 investigate and develop future business models for statistical data production. 
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3.2 Administrative data 

In recent decades, there has been a significant increase in the re-use of administrative data for 

statistical purposes. Well-known examples include the use of: 

 company registrations (from chambers of commerce) for demographic events in business 

registers and for defining employment and turnover; 

 tax and/or social security data as an input for producing annual business statistics, short-

term business statistics and international trade statistics. 

According to the ESS glossary on the re-use of administrative data, the following definitions apply: 

 Administrative data is defined as the data derived from an administrative source, before any 
processing or validation by the NSIs [… or ONAs]; 

 Administrative source is defined as a data holding containing information collected and 
maintained for the purpose of implementing one or more administrative regulations; 

 Administrative regulation is defined as a set of detailed directions having force of law, 
developed to put a policy into practice (such as decrees, ordinances, and other similar 
provisions). It is normally addressed to a designated population of natural and/or juridical 
persons, which are bound to observe it. 

 

An administrative source can be defined as any data source containing information that is not 

primarily collected for statistical purposes.    

Special legal provisions are in place for the re-use of administrative data derived from public 

administrative sources. These are specified in general in Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 on European 

statistics and in particular in FRIBS. 

The provisions of Article 17 of Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 are as follows: 

Par. 1. In order to reduce the burden on respondents, the NSIs, other national authorities as referred to in Article 
4, and the Commission (Eurostat) shall have the right to access and use, promptly and free of charge, all 
administrative records and to integrate those administrative records with statistics, to the extent necessary for 
the development, production and dissemination of European statistics, which are determined in the European 
Statistical Programme in accordance with Article 1. 

Par.2 The NSIs and the Commission (Eurostat) shall be consulted on, and involved in, the initial design, 
subsequent development and discontinuation of administrative records built up and maintained by other 
bodies, thus facilitating the further use of those records for the purpose of producing European statistics. They 
shall be involved in the standardisation activities concerning administrative records that are relevant for the 
production of European statistics. 

Par. 3. Access by, and involvement of the NSIs, other national authorities and the Commission (Eurostat) 
pursuant to paragraphs 1 and 2 shall be limited to administrative records within their own respective public 
administrative system. 

Par. 4. Administrative records made available by their owners to the NSIs, other national authorities and the 
Commission (Eurostat) in order to be used for the production of European statistics shall be accompanied by 
relevant metadata. 

Par. 5. The NSIs and owners of administrative records shall establish the necessary cooperation mechanisms. 

In FRIBS, the general provisions of Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 are specified in more detail in Article 

5, and are specifically applicable to the production of business statistics and the maintenance of the 

national business registers and the EuroGroups Register: 
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1. In accordance with the principles set out in Article 17a of Regulation (EC) No 223/2009, the national 
statistical authorities and the Commission (Eurostat) shall have the right to access and use, promptly 
and free of charge, all administrative records and to integrate those records with other data sources to 
meet the statistical requirements under this Regulation and update the national statistical business 
registers and the EuroGroups Register. Access by the national statistical authorities and the 
Commission (Eurostat) shall be limited to administrative records within their own respective public 
administrative systems.  

2. Without prejudice to paragraph 1, the tax authority in each Member State shall provide the national 
statistical authority with information related to exports and imports of goods. The Commission shall be 
empowered to adopt delegated acts in accordance with Article 21 to determine the exact information 
to be provided by the tax authorities.  

3. Without prejudice to paragraph 1, the customs authority in each Member State shall provide the 
national statistical authority with information related to exports and imports of goods. The 
Commission shall be empowered to adopt delegated acts in accordance with Article 21 to determine 
the exact information to be provided by the customs authorities.  

4. In order to produce statistics on international trade in goods and to improve the quality of those 
statistics, the national statistical authorities of the Member States concerned may exchange data 
received from their customs authorities related to the exports or imports of goods, in particular where 
those exports or imports involve the customs authorities of more than one Member State.  

5. The Commission shall be empowered to adopt implementing acts in accordance with the examination 
procedure referred to in Article 22(2) for the purpose of specifying the modalities for the data 
exchanges according to this Article. 

 

Besides legal support for re-using administrative data sources, an ESSnet research project was 

launched to specifically address this subject in the domain of business and trade statistics (the so-

called Admin Data project). The project ran from 2009-2013 and focused on the following 

deliverables: 

1. Overview of Member States’ existing practices in the uses of administrative data for business 
statistics 

 Glossary  

 Overview of existing practices in the uses of administrative data for producing business statistics 

in EU and EFTA   

 

2. Checklist to assist Member States when investigating the usefulness of administrative data & 
checklist for the quality of administrative data inputs 

 Guide to checking usefulness and quality of admin data  

 

3. Estimation methods for structural business statistics variables that are not directly available 
from administrative sources 

 Guide to estimation methods 

 

4. Timeliness of administrative data for short-term statistics (STS) 

 STS estimates based solely on administrative data: final results and recommendations  

 The use of regression estimators for admin data-based STS estimates 

 Extrapolating admin data for early estimation: some findings and recommendations 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_1.1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/content/overview-existing-practices-uses-administrative-data-producing-business-statistics-eu-and_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/content/overview-existing-practices-uses-administrative-data-producing-business-statistics-eu-and_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_2.4_b.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_3.4.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.2.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.3.pdf
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 STS estimates based on admin data: dealing with revisions 

 Early monthly estimates in a statistical system based on admin data: possibilities and 
recommendations  

 Monthly and quarterly estimates based on incomplete admin data: findings and 
recommendations 

 

5. Development of quality indicators 

 Final list of quality indicators and associated guidance 

 

6. Statistics and accounting standards 

 Comparison of business statistics characteristics with IAS/IFRS and EU accounting directive: the 
main differences between statistical and accounting concepts and their impact on statistics (SBS 
variables 12110, 12130, 13110, 13120, 13210, 13211 and 13213)   

 Comparison of business statistics characteristics with IAS/IFRS and EU accounting directive: the 
main differences between statistical and accounting concepts and their impact on statistics (SBS 
variables 12120, 12150, 12170, 13310, 13320, 13330, 15420 and 15441) 

 Comparison of business statistics characteristics with IAS/IFRS and EU accounting directive: the 
main differences between statistical and accounting concepts and their impact on statistics (SBS 
variables 15110, 15120, 15130, 15140, 15150 and 15210)   

 

7. Creation of an information centre on the uses of administrative data for business statistics 

8. Training and exchange of best practices on the uses of administrative data for business 
statistics 

 

In addition to the Admin Data results, the ESSnet project on the methodology of modern business 

statistics, Memobust, provided two methodological reports on the use of administrative data: Editing 

Administrative Data and Estimation with Administrative Data. 

In 2012, ESS launched a new project on administrative data sources (ADMIN), which consolidated the 

experience gained from the Admin Data project and a number of other admin-related projects in 

other domains such as agriculture and social statistics. Its aim was to ‘provide Member States with 

harmonised approaches for dealing with the administrative data owners, for integrating the 

administrative data in statistical production and for assessing the quality of the statistical outputs 

that use administrative sources’. A more detailed description of the ADMIN project is available here: 

ESS.VIP.ADMIN.   

 

3.3 Big data 

In 2013, the European Statistical System Committee (ESSC) adopted the Scheveningen Memorandum 
on Big Data and Official Statistics. It outlined the opportunities and challenges of using Big Data for 
official statistics, encouraged ESS to examine its potential and strategy, and established an ESS Task 
Force on Big Data charged with setting up an ESS action plan and roadmap for a Big Data project. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.4.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.5.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.5.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.6.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_4.6.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_6.5.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.1.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.2.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.2.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.2.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.3.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.3.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/SGA%202011_Deliverable_7.3.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/Statistical%20Data%20Editing-07-T-Administrative%20Data%20v1.0_0.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/Statistical%20Data%20Editing-07-T-Administrative%20Data%20v1.0_0.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/Weighting%20and%20Estimation-14-T-Estimation%20with%20Administrative%20Data%20v1.0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/content/essvip-admin-administrative-data-sources_en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/42577/43315/Scheveningen-memorandum-27-09-13
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/42577/43315/Scheveningen-memorandum-27-09-13
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Given its importance at national and international level and its complexity, the Big Data Task Force 
includes 9 NSIs, OECD, UNECE, the European Commission’s Directorate General for Communication 
Networks, Content and Technology, the Joint Research Centre and 3 academic experts. This broad 

international mix should ensure strong relations between the work of the Task Force and the Big 
Data projects and research of the UNECE’s High Level Group. 
 
The action plan and roadmap developed by the Task Force was approved by the ESSC in September 
2014 together with the proposal to make it part of the ESS Vision 2020 portfolio. The ESSC also 
mandated the Task Force to coordinate the work on implementing the action plan and roadmap. 
 
The roadmap defines the long-term vision (beyond 2020) as a ‘to-be’ state where EU and national 
legislation are adapted to enable the ethical use of Big Data in official statistics, and where Big Data 
sources are available to ESS and integrated in the production of official statistics with adequate 
methods, tools, IT infrastructures and quality frameworks. 
 
As a first step towards this ‘to-be’ state, ESS-VIP Big Data was launched at the beginning of 2015. It is 
also referred to as the Big Data project. This project runs from 2015 to 2020 and consists of short-
term objectives and medium-term goals: 
 

 Short-term objectives (to be reached by the end of 2016) include the development of: 
(a) An ESS strategy document that is integrated into the Commission’s Big Data strategy; 
(b) Inventories of sources, methods, skills (incl. HR strategy) and legal implications; 
(c) Measures for sharing experiences.   

 

 Medium-term goal (by 2020) aimed at integrating the statistical Big Data strategy into 
national government strategies. 

 
 
UNECE’s High Level Group initially proposed three categories for classifying the types of Big Data: 

1. Social Networks (human-sourced information): this information is the record of human 
experiences, previously recorded in books and works of art, and later in photographs, audio 
and video; 

2. Traditional Business systems (process-mediated data): these processes record and monitor 
business events of interest, such as registering a customer, manufacturing a product, taking 
an order, etc.; 

3. Internet of Things (machine-generated data): derived from the phenomenal growth in the 
number of sensors and machines used to measure and record the events and situations in 
the physical world. These may include for example traffic sensors, smart meters, satellite 
images and automatic vessel identification; 
 

Building upon the work carried out by the High Level Group, the Big Data Task Force proposed the 

following additional categories: 

4. Mobile communication data; 
5. WWW, for example e-commerce websites and business websites; 
6. Crowd sourcing, e.g. OpenStreetMap, Instagram etc. 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/ess/about-us/ess-vision-2020/implementation-portfolio#BIGD
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These categories should not be considered final as the number of Big Data sources is growing rapidly. 

The Big Data Task Force has created a database with a more detailed and complete record of Big 

Data sources.  

At this juncture, ‘traditional business systems’ and ‘WWW’ can be considered the most interesting 

categories for business statistics given their link to business activities. For example, business websites 

could be of potential interest as input for business registers and information society statistics. 

There is clearly an overlap between well-defined administrative data sources and Big Data sources. A 

typical example of such an overlap is the scanner data of supermarkets, which are already used on a 

regular basis as input for the consumer price indices in a number of Member States. 

What distinguishes Big Data from the more traditional data sources is their sheer size and dynamic 

nature. Big Data are generally characterised by the so-called 6 Vs: high Volume, high Variety, high 

Velocity, high Variability, and unknown Veracity and Validity. These Vs pose many challenges to 

statistical processing techniques. However, addressing these is not entirely new territory as NSIs 

have already gained considerable experience in reusing administrative data sources over the last few 

decades, and have developed additional techniques and methods for making these data suitable for 

statistical purposes. 

In business statistics, a key element in making external data more suitable as an input involves linking 

the data records to the statistical units of the business register. This link enables statisticians to 

better evaluate the veracity and validity of the data and also provides the framework for converting 

data to statistical end results. 

All in all, the use of Big Data for statistical purposes could be considered the next step in the 

development of external data reuse. 

 

4. Microdata exchange 

4.1 Vision2020 and core principles 

One of the aims set out in ESS Vision 2020 is to benefit from the exchange of microdata, while fully 
respecting statistical confidentiality, by exploring both the opportunities and risks of exchanging 
confidential microdata on a case-by-case basis and assessing the impact on efficiency and quality. 
Confidential microdata will be exchanged in domains where there is a clear business case for 
improving the quality or efficiency of both European and national statistics and all prerequisites have 
been satisfied.  

One example is the creation of the EuroGroups Register (see chapter 4.2), where the exchange of 
data helps to provide a more accurate picture of the structure and activities of multinational 
enterprise groups. Intra-European trade provides another example of cross-border phenomena 
where the exchange of data may help increase both the quality of statistics and reduce the response 
burden (see section 4.3). 

Microdata exchange requires the development of appropriate legal, technical and organisational 
measures to manage the risks and also protect statistical confidentiality and provide appropriate 
mechanisms in order to react to any breach in security in a swift and effective manner. Above all, the 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/ess/about-us/ess-vision-2020
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procedures that accompany microdata exchange will be organised in a transparent way in order to 
build up mutual trust based on evidence. 

In February 2016, the ESSC approved the ESS core principles for the exchange of confidential data 
on businesses for statistical purposes applicable and limited to (a) the mandatory exchange of 
microdata for businesses statistics and (b) the ESS members. The ESS members are restricted to the 
NSIs, other national authorities (ONAs) responsible in each Member State for the development, 
production and dissemination of European statistics, and the EU statistical authority (Eurostat). The 
ESS core principles are as follows: 
 

1. Access minimisation: confidential data are only exchanged between statistical authorities 
that need the data to develop, produce and disseminate European statistics within their 
respective sphere of competence; 

2. Purpose limitation: exchanged confidential data are only used for statistical purposes; 
3. Value added: exchange of confidential data takes place only when there is a clear, verifiable 

and well-documented business case for improving the statistical quality and efficiency; 
4. Data protection: exchange of confidential data takes place only when confidentiality and 

information security meet the highest standards; 
5. Clear responsibilities and rights: the responsibilities and rights concerning the exchanged 

confidential data, e.g. for their confidential and secure handling and use, are explicitly 
specified, and a credible enforcement regime to address potential breaches is in place; 

6. Appropriate legal basis: an obligation to exchange confidential data is laid down in a 
Regulation of the European Parliament and of the Council; 

7. Transparency: the European Statistical System is fully transparent about the exchange of 
confidential data. 

 
 
Requirements on data security and protection that must be met by statistical authorities for the 

transmission, receipt and processing of business microdata as part of their exchange between 

statistical authorities should also be defined.    

 

4.2 Microdata exchange for the EuroGroups Register 

Eurostat is currently creating a network of business registers for statistical purposes in the Member 
States, which is focused on multinational enterprise groups. To this end and for statistical purposes 
only, Eurostat and the Member States have established a European register containing multinational 
enterprise groups active in Europe: the EuroGroups Register (EGR). For reference year 2014, the EGR 
included more than 61 000 multinational enterprise groups consisting of 781 000 legal units. 

To this end, Eurostat collects enterprise group information from the national statistical business 
registers of the Member States, participating EFTA countries and commercial sources. Following the 
consolidation and validation process, the EGR outlines the global structure of the multinational 
enterprise groups. National register staff and statistics compilers receive access to all units of the 
multinational enterprise groups if at least one unit of the group is located in their national territory. 
These populations can be used for survey frames at national level, e.g. for foreign affiliates statistics 
(FATS). 

The necessary data exchange between the national business registers and Eurostat is currently 
defined in Article 11 of the Business Registers Regulation (EC) No 177/2008 and implemented by 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Multinational_enterprise_%28MNE%29
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EuroGroups_register
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32008R0177:EN:NOT
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means of two regulations on the exchange of confidential data. These regulations will be replaced by 
the new FRIBS requirements. 

The exchange of microdata within the framework of the EGR is regulated by FRIBS Article 10; it 
defines the legal requirements for the: 

 Exchange of confidential data between Member States; 

 Exchange of confidential data between the Commission (Eurostat) and Member States on 
multinational enterprise groups; 

 Exchange of confidential data between the Commission (Eurostat) and Member States on the 
identification of legal units; and 

 Exchange of confidential data between the Commission (Eurostat) and central banks. 

Article 10 also provides the legal requirements for safeguarding the confidentiality and access to 
identifiable data in two legal requirements: 

 When the Commission (Eurostat), national authorities, national central banks and the 
European Central Bank receive confidential data on units located inside or located outside 
the national territory, pursuant to this Article they shall treat that information confidentially 
in accordance with Regulation (EC) No 223/2009; 

 Transmission of confidential data between national statistical authorities and the 
Commission (Eurostat) shall take place to the extent that such transmission is necessary for 
the production of European statistics. Any further transmission must be explicitly authorised 
by the national authority that collected the data.   

 

4.3 Microdata exchange for intra-EU trade 

The current data collection system for compiling intra-EU trade statistics (Intrastat) consists of a 
dedicated business survey where data are collected directly from traders. The system has been in 
place since 1993, with a number of changes made to the collection process over the years. These 
changes include a reduction in the total number of mandatory data fields in the survey and a 
reduction in the number of businesses required to complete the survey. 
 
In November 2011, the European Council called upon the ESS to take effective measures to ensure a 
substantial reduction in the response burden by redeveloping Intrastat, while also maintaining a 
reasonable level of quality. 
To achieve a sustainable solution for this issue, a proposal was made to exchange microdata on intra-
EU exports between Member States. By exchanging microdata, each transaction reported in one 
Member State can serve as a data source for two Member States: the country exporting its goods 
and the country importing those exported goods. This means that the Member States would 
effectively have an additional data source — the mirror data on intra-EU exports from other Member 
States, with the potential to replace the collection of data on intra-EU imports. 
 
In May 2012, the ESSC launched a project to investigate the feasibility of exchanging confidential 
microdata. The purpose of the project was to: 

 analyse the comparability and usability of the exchanged microdata; and 

 explore the technical viability of exchanging big volumes of data in a secure way.  

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/FRIBS-basic-act.pdf#page=20
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This ambitious project culminated in a pilot exchange of microdata from April-September 2015. 
During this period, 20 Member States successfully exchanged microdata from January 2013-August 
2015. A sophisticated and secure transmission network was used to exchange data. 
 
More details of the project are described in the article SIMSTAT – exchange of microdata on intra-EU 
trade.   
 
Following the pilot, the Member States analysed the data for quality and reusability. The analysis 
revealed that intra-EU data exchanged on exports could be used effectively to fully or partially 
substitute the collection of intra-EU data on imports in the country of the trading partner. The use of 
exchanged data could therefore significantly reduce the administrative burden on reporters. The 
analysis also indicated that, if these data were used, Member States would continue to supply high-
quality data to meet the needs of users and respondents. 
The analysis carried out by individual Member States highlighted a potential alternative method for 
calculating statistics on intra-EU imports using a combination of data collected nationally and the 
mirror data received in order to ensure a smooth transition and potentially mitigate a break in the 
time series. 
 
Besides its potential for burden reduction, the reuse of mirror data on intra-EU exports for producing 
intra-EU imports can also reduce the asymmetries between the data on intra-EU imports and mirror 
exports at a detailed level. In addition, it can lead to an improvement in the quality of intra-EU trade 
data and other related macroeconomic statistics (e.g. balance of payments, national accounts). 
 
Given the positive results of the pilot, the ESSC lent its support to the general approach to 
modernising the intra-EU trade in goods statistics in May 2016. To this end, the following key 
elements of the targeted modernised system of intra-EU trade in goods statistics were agreed: 
 

 Harmonised statistical output: Member States will continue to provide monthly statistics for 
both intra-EU exports and imports that are broken down by commodity codes and trading 
partner and fulfil the quality requirements related to statistical outputs; 

 Multiple data sources: Member States could use multiple data sources to compile statistics 
as long as strict minimum quality requirements are met on the statistical output to be 
established in EU legislation (i.e. FRIBS); 

 An additional data source — exchanged microdata on intra-EU exports: in accordance with 
the ‘ESS core principles for the exchange of confidential data on businesses for statistical 
purposes’ (see chapter 4.1), an additional data source will be created by making the 
exchange of microdata on intra-EU exports among Member States mandatory; by contrast, 
the use of exchanged microdata will be voluntary; 

 Innovative and flexible compilation methodologies: the availability of multiple sources gives 
Member States a high degree of flexibility and allows innovative methodologies to be used 
for compiling the required statistical output. This is subject to strict minimum quality 
requirements on the statistical output to be established in EU legislation; and 

 Modernisation through evaluation: an evaluation of how the modernised system is working, 
including adequacy of the breakdowns and frequency of the statistics produced, is envisaged 
in 3 to 5 years after the relevant legislation has entered into force. 

 
Articles 11-13 of the FRIBS regulation details the exchange of confidential data for the purpose of 
intra-EU trade in goods statistics. The provisions of this article establish the exchange of confidential 
data between the Member States, the confidentiality rules applicable for this exchange, and the 
specification of security and confidentiality measures. 
 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/SIMSTAT_-_exchange_of_microdata_on_intra-EU_trade
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/SIMSTAT_-_exchange_of_microdata_on_intra-EU_trade
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/FRIBS-basic-act.pdf#page=22
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The modalities of the data exchange will be specified in the FRIBS implementing act. 
 

5. Microdata linking 
European business statistics compilers often face a dilemma: on the one hand, users and policy-

makers require additional information on the structure and development of European enterprises. 

On the other, budget constraints and a reluctance to increase the burden on survey respondents and 

NSIs put tight restrictions on an increase in data requirements. Microdata linking (MDL) can provide 

an opportunity to discover new information and to develop new statistics and indicators when using 

existing datasets and combining them with new data collections. 

For MDL projects to succeed, two conditions must be met: 

 A unique identifier or at least a very reliable matching approach. Up-to-date national 
statistical business registers play a key role in  helping to connect the various datasets; and 

 A large enough intersection of responding units. 

 

In addition to linking the microdata, the newly created records usually undergo further 

cleansing/editing — after the individual data sources have been edited — to ensure that they have a 

sufficient level of consistency. Due to the variety of sources involved in the new record, the 

phenomenon of ‘item non-response’ will be more significant than in single source data, which 

requires specific weighting and imputation strategies for deriving aggregated statistical output.    

Within the ESS, MDL has already been conducted in a number of areas: international sourcing, FATS 

(employment by business function), dependent and independent SMEs and large enterprises, 

enterprises that trade internationally and those that do not, enterprise survival and growth 

prospects. A detailed overview of these MDL projects is available in Micro data linking in business 

statistics. In addition, there was an ESSnet project on linking of Microdata on ICT Usage, where 

business registers were linked with structural business statistics, ICT usage and e-commerce data. 

Finally, there was an ESSnet project on Data Warehousing and MDL, which addressed the theoretical 

aspects. 

 

6. Reporting requirements 
In annual reporting on the quality and metadata of a given dataset or groups of datasets, the data 

compilers must indicate if the dataset is based on: 

 a survey; 

 administrative, commercial or other external data sources; 

 other data from microdata exchange or from microdata linking; or 

 a model-based approach. 

If sample surveys are used, some sample characteristics should also be provided (e.g. population size, 

gross and net sample size, type of sampling design, reporting domain etc.). 

If administrative, commercial or other external data sources are used, a description should be 

provided of the source, primary purpose, observation units etc. For external data sources, Eurostat 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Micro_data_linking_in_business_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Micro_data_linking_in_business_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/micro-moments-dataset
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/content/micro-data-linking-and-data-warehousing_en
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and the Member States will investigate if the current reporting standards are sufficient for assessing 

data quality and to what extent additional requirements are needed. For the latter, the quality 

checklist and quality indicators as suggested by the Admin Data project (see section 3.2, points 2 and 

5) may provide useful input.  

In special cases where a statistic is (partly) produced by means of a model-based approach, a 

dedicated analysis report describing and justifying the approach will be provided to Eurostat and pre-

checked before actual data production. Exceptions to this are seasonally adjusted and working day 

adjusted statistics. There are already numerous accepted, solid scientific methodological reports in 

place for these. In terms of annual reporting on quality and metadata, a hyperlink will be included to 

these dedicated analysis reports where applicable.     

Annual reporting on the type of data source will be conducted in the reporting standard ESMS (item 

20.1) or ESQRS (item XII.I); see Reference metadata for more information on the two standards. 

 

7. See also 
 Overview of methodologies of European business statistics: EBS manual 

 Legal aspects related to this chapter can be found in the following overview.  
 multinational enterprise groups 
 EuroGroups Register 
 SIMSTAT – exchange of microdata on intra-EU trade.   
 Micro data linking in business statistics.  

 

8. Further Eurostat information 
 Methodological reports on the use of administrative data: Editing Administrative Data and 

Estimation with Administrative Data 

 Detailed description of the ADMIN project: ESS.VIP.ADMIN.   

 Microdata on ICT Usage 

  ESSnet project on Data Warehousing and MDL 

 ESS Vision 2020 

 Scheveningen Memorandum on Big Data and Official Statistics 

 

9. External links 

 

10. Contacts 
For questions or comments on this chapter, please contact ESTAT-EBS-MANUAL@ec.europa.eu. 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/Reference-metadata-in-business-statistics.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/EBS-manual-table-of-contents-and-introduction.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/54610/7779382/Legal-and-extra-legal-measures-in-business-statistics.pdf#page=8
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Glossary:Multinational_enterprise_%28MNE%29
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EuroGroups_register
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/SIMSTAT_-_exchange_of_microdata_on_intra-EU_trade
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Micro_data_linking_in_business_statistics
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/Statistical%20Data%20Editing-07-T-Administrative%20Data%20v1.0_0.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/system/files/Weighting%20and%20Estimation-14-T-Estimation%20with%20Administrative%20Data%20v1.0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/content/essvip-admin-administrative-data-sources_en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/micro-moments-dataset
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cros/content/micro-data-linking-and-data-warehousing_en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/ess/about-us/ess-vision-2020
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/42577/43315/Scheveningen-memorandum-27-09-13
mailto:ESTAT-EBS-MANUAL@ec.europa.eu

