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Summary 

 This note provides information on the outcome of the in-depth review of Big Data, 
carried out by the Bureau of the Conference of European Statisticians in October 2013.  

 The review defined Big Data and summarized the activities of various national and 
international statistical organizations in this area. It proposed an international collaboration 
project, which is currently in progress, overseen by the High-Level Group for the 
Modernisation of Statistical Production and Services. 

The in-depth review was based on a paper by the Task Team on Big Data and the 
Secretariat. The updated in-depth review paper is available as document ECE/CES/2014/7. 
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 I. Introduction 

1. Each year, the Bureau of the Conference of European Statisticians (CES) reviews 
selected statistical areas in depth. The purpose of the reviews is to improve coordination of 
statistical activities in the region of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
(UNECE), identify gaps or duplication of work, and address emerging issues. These 
reviews focus on strategic issues and highlight concerns of statistical offices of both a 
conceptual and coordinating nature. 

2. The CES Bureau selected the topic on Big Data for review to consider the response 
of the official statistics community to the “Big Data” phenomenon. The review defines Big 
Data and summarizes the activities of various national and international statistical 
organizations in this area. 

3. The Bureau carried out the in-depth review in October 2013 based on a paper by the 
Task Team on Big Data and the UNECE Secretariat. The updated version of the in-depth 
review paper is presented as document ECE/CES/2014/7. 

 II. Conclusions of the in-depth review paper 

4. It is clear that the official statistical community is just starting to explore the 
potential issues and benefits of Big Data. If each organization does this on its own, this will 
lead to inefficiency within the statistical system at the global level. The main 
recommendations of this in-depth review are therefore: 

 (a) Specify the key priority areas relating to Big Data to be tackled as a 
collaborative activity by the international statistical community. The Big Data project1 is 
addressing this; 

 (b) As knowledge and experience of using Big Data are gained, a mechanism for 
sharing that information is needed. The inventory of Big Data activities started by the 
informal Task Team is being consolidated and expanded as a resource for the whole 
statistical community; 

 (c) The two activities above should be overseen by the High-Level Group on the 
Modernisation of Statistical Production and Services to ensure a sufficiently strategic focus.  

III.  Summary of the discussion by the Bureau 

5. The following points were raised in the discussion: 

 (a) The paper provides a very good overview of the issues concerning use of Big 
Data in official statistics. Many of the issues are common across organisations. Individual 
statistical organisations do not have sufficient resources to tackle all issues related to Big 
Data, therefore international collaboration is needed; 

 (b) Big Data is not an end in itself, it must add value for users of statistics. It is 
important to see if Big Data can help with problems that official statistics is trying to solve, 

  
1 The Big Data project is described in the annex of the in-depth review of Big Data: 
http://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/bur/2013/october/2-In-
depth_review_of_big_data.pdf 
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for example concerning issues related to measuring globalisation and improving timeliness. 
Official statistics should create an environment for using Big Data rather than develop 
applications for specific subject–matter areas; 

 (c) Challenges for official statistics in using Big Data are mainly 
methodological. Solutions to technological problems may be found outside official 
statistics. Active collaboration with the private sector, academia, and others with experience 
of using Big Data will be essential.  We should identify what official statistics can 
contribute to using Big Data, as well as the areas where other sectors have more to offer; 

 (d) The scope of the proposed project on Big Data in official statistics is very 
broad and ambitious, some prioritisation of activities is needed; 

 (e) A mixture of conceptual and practical issues should be addressed in the 
project. Several Bureau members considered the Work Package no. 1 as a priority. 
Ultimately the scope and priorities of the project will be demand driven, as the resources 
that statistical offices will commit for each work package will determine the outcomes that 
can be achieved; 

 (f) The project proposal does not address some key strategic issues around 
procurement, relationships with Big Data suppliers (particularly for global sources), 
sustainability of supply and public perceptions about the use of different types of Big Data. 
It should also pay more attention to communication issues, including to communication 
platforms; 

 (g) The work packages on training and project management could be further 
developed. The project should identify where other stakeholders have skills that are lacking 
in the official statistics community. This will highlight opportunities to develop strategic 
partnerships based on mutual benefit, rather than try to compete with other sectors; 

 (h) The proposed project should provide some case studies on the use of Big 
Data; 

 (i) The project should consider the needs of less-developed countries, and 
should be open to them to participate and benefit; 

 (j) Coordination with United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD) activities is 
needed. The proposed agenda for the next Statistical Commission session includes an item 
on Big Data. A new sub-group of the Inter-Agency Expert Group on Millennium 
Development Goals has been established to consider Big Data issues. UNSD intends to 
play a coordinating role across regions. 

 IV. Decision by the Bureau 

6. The Bureau expressed its support for the project proposal presented in the review 
paper. The Bureau stressed the sense of urgency and asked the High-Level Group for the 
Modernisation of Statistical Production and Services to take this work forward.  

 V. Proposal for the Conference  

7. The Conference of European Statisticians is invited to endorse the outcome of the 
in-depth review of Big Data, and take note of the updated in-depth review paper 
(ECE/CES/2014/7). 

    
 


