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I. Introduction  

1. The ESS.VIP Programme is a continuation of the individual and coordinated efforts made so far to 
modernise the production and dissemination of European statistics. It seeks to put in place a more 
integrated production system of European statistics founded on common infrastructure, subsidiarity 
and minimum standards for using shared elements of the system3.  

2. The ESS.VIP project Administrative Data Sources is a part of the ESS.VIP Programme and aims (1) 
at supporting European Member States to realise the known benefits of an increased use of 
administrative data sources and (2) at providing common approaches to tackle the known 
shortcomings inherent in an increased use of administrative data sources.  

3. The project will address the process of translating raw data from administrative sources into high 
quality statistics, whether these statistics are entirely or partially based on data from administrative 
sources, and it aims at fostering common processes and common quality standards. The project is 
now at the stage of in-depth preparation of the business case (definition and contents of the work 
packages, timing and resources); it will build on the results of past and current work in different areas 
related to the use of administrative data (e.g. data integration, quality assessment etc.). 

4. This is in line with the Joint Strategy on the production method of EU statistics4, adopted in 2010 by 
the highest ESS governance body, the ESSC (European Statistical System Committee). The Joint 
Strategy foresees further integration of the ESS, requiring more harmonisation and standardisation of 
statistical methods, of the IT infrastructure and IT tools, and of metadata. All these are a pre-requisite 
to better quality and higher productivity of the statistical data processing. 

                                                 
1 The authors wish to thank Bettina Knauth, the participants to the Strategic Workshop on Administrative Data 
(Luxembourg, 13-14 December 2012) and the internal Eurostat workshop on administrative data (4 July 2013) for 
their suggestions on the topic. 
2 The contents of this paper do not necessarily reflect the opinion or position of the European Commission and do 
not commit the Commission to any action. 
3 See J-M. Museux, the ESS VIP programme. 
4ESSC 2010/05/6/EN - Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the 
production method of EU statistics – joint strategy paper 
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5. Currently many NSIs are moving towards an increased use of administrative data sources, for reasons 
of cost and burden reduction. However, the use of these data is not free of challenges. One needs to 
take care of the methodological aspects, overcome cooperation problems etc. Even if these issues are 
solved, there is a further step for EU level success. On top of the usual challenges of (partially) 
replacing surveys by administrative sources, the European Statistical System (ESS) faces the 
additional difficulty of producing internationally comparable data based on different national 
administrative systems. 

6. This paper is a reflection on the obstacles that need to be overcome in order to achieve EU 
comparability, as well as the possible solutions that the ESS.VIP ADMIN could explore. The 
discussions will focus on the general case of an integrated system where data comes from both 
surveys and administrative sources. 

II. Comparability - problem statement 

7. European and national statistics have certain quality requirements. Statistics based on administrative 
data can fall short of these requirements on all the quality dimensions5 :  

a. Relevance can be affected by differences in target population, statistical units, variables, 
classifications, breakdowns etc. Concepts reflect the purposes for which a data collection is 
set up. Thus, administrative data comply with the administrative objectives, which might be 
completely different from statistical needs. Sometimes, statisticians need to spend very 
important efforts to re-conciliate the two purposes. 

b. Accuracy can decrease when using administrative sources due to their under-coverage or 
over-coverage, recording errors of variables not considered important by the administration, 
processing errors or updating delays.  

c. Timeliness is affected by the frequency of the updates of administrative data as well as by the 
administrative procedure that makes them available to statistical offices. There are domains 
where administrative data are recorded in real time and available immediately, like the 
information on birth/death or asylum visas applications and decisions. However, sometime 
administrative systems require long time from the reference period to when the data is 
available, which can cause important delays (like in the case of income information from tax 
declarations).  

d. Clarity can be affected when not enough metadata related to the administrative sources is 
available. 

e. Coherence and comparability may be affected whenever different data collections rely on 
different administrative sources and use different ways of combining them.6 

8. Apart from the usual challenges of using administrative data, the European Statistical System faces 
the additional difficulty of producing internationally comparable data by integrating data coming 
from different national administrative systems.  

                                                 
5 Please note that using administrative data instead of surveys can also be an advantage with respect to some quality 
dimensions. For example, exhaustive administrative sources can produce better estimates on small area/sub-
populations. The advantages are not discussed here in detail, as the paper focuses on the aspects that would need 
improvements. 
6For the quality dimensions, see the European Statistics Code of Practice, the ESS Standard for Quality Reports and 
the ESS Handbook for Quality Reports. 
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9. The origin of the comparability problem of data based partially on administrative sources is 
multidimensional: 

a. at national level, we identify two issues that affect comparability:  

i. a more effective and flexible usage of existing data helps in increasing the ability to 
face new demands for statistics. However, if multiple data sources are combined – or 
integrated into a single [statistical] system – this can sometimes lead to conflicts 
concerning both the structure and the content of the information. A high level of 
inconsistency or lack of coherence may hamper the joint use of data sources; 

ii. comparability in time should be preserved when administrative sources change. 
However, these changes in the administrative sources are normally outside the 
control of statisticians and therefore they could produce significant breaks in 
statistical series.  

b. at the international level, there are two additional issues that could hamper comparability: 

i. different national legal and institutional environments: taking into account the large 
diversity across Europe, both from legislative and administrative points of view, it 
could be difficult to ensure comparability and to harmonise statistics which are 
based, to an important extent, on administrative sources. Organisational differences 
of national administrative systems may introduce comparability problems even when 
the same concepts and definitions are used (for example, the incentives of the 
respondents or the processing methods inside the administration can introduce 
errors); 

ii. different processing of the raw administrative data in the NSIs and the way to 
integrate them in the statistical output: the way of dealing with the shortcomings of 
the administrative data relative to the quality dimensions mentioned above, as well as 
the decisions of the NSIs on the acceptable trade-off between quality dimensions can 
weaken the comparability. 

10. The necessary degree of comparability depends on the topic and it is unrealistic to expect that 
perfectly accurate and comparable data can be collected. The question is whether the various national 
administrative data sources can be used either to supplement or even to replace statistical surveys so 
that the comparability of resulted statistics is at least similar to those derived from statistical surveys. 

11. Generally speaking, comparability is often reduced by conceptual and methodological differences of 
the statistics under consideration and the lack of comparability is evaluated using relevant metadata 
that thoroughly describe the concepts and methods used. What is different between administrative 
and survey based statistics are additional factors (e.g. changes in legislative environment, incentive 
structure, etc.) that might affect their comparability. Therefore, an as comprehensive as possible set 
of factors accompanied by the description of how and the extent to which they might affect 
comparability would be a valuable tool to support statisticians in their decision-making process. 

III. Comparability - ways to improve 

12. Statisticians need to work with diverse raw administrative data in order to produce statistics. There is 
a strong temptation to adjust statistical concepts to the administrative ones in order to simplify work. 
Although this solution can work fairly well at national level, the international difference in 
administrative systems means that it will not work at international level. On the contrary, adapting 
statistics to administrative sources will increase divergence between ESS statistics. 

13. One of the purposes of the ESS.VIP project ADMIN is to look for alternative solutions that could 
enhance comparability. One can undertake several actions through coordinated efforts in the ESS, 
however these actions may not have the same impact on comparability. The areas of action can be 
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classified according to the stages of the statistical process. At the data collection stage, we need to 
make sure that the right data and metadata are obtained. At the processing stage, we need to ensure 
that the right statistical methods are used in order to obtain good quality comparable data. Finally, we 
need a way to evaluate whether the final output reaches indeed the desired level of comparability. 
The following paragraphs give some details on the possible actions to undertake at EU level that 
could improve comparability. 

A. Access to data and institutional relations 

14. Access to administrative sources is a precondition for exploiting the data for statistical purposes. The 
situation is very diverse in EU Member States: from very broad right of access and right to link data, 
to very limited or costly access. The conditions of access to data are a question of legal setting, 
institutional environment and public opinion in the Member States.  

15. A stronger EU legal framework regarding access to administrative sources, as well as a Commission 
Recommendation on how to establish and maintain relationship with data owners could improve the 
situation in the Member States that have more difficulties in this respect. As most administrative data 
sources are a national matter, the scope for improving comparability by acting at this level is limited. 
However, these actions can have a positive impact on comparability in the following areas: 

a. The right of the NSIs to be involved in building/modifying/discontinuing the registers could 
allow some limited influence on the way that data is collected (definitions, classifications 
etc.). The NSIs could use their influence keeping in mind both the national and the European 
requirements, including comparability. 

b. The need to define which metadata are relevant in order to assess the quality of statistics 
produced and based – partially or entirely – on administrative sources, which may not be the 
same as in the case of the classical survey. 

c. Introducing a requirement for the availability and clarity of metadata can help the 
reconciliation work of statisticians.  

16. At the EU level, the Commission Decision on Eurostat (2012/504/EU) opens the way for Eurostat to 
use data held by other services of the Commission. The Decision enhances the coordination role of 
Eurostat with respect to the data collection activities of the Commission in order to reduce the burden 
on respondents. Apart from allowing Eurostat to access and integrate administrative data held by 
other Commission Services in its statistical production, Article 9 also gives Eurostat the right to be 
involved in building/modifying/discontinuing the registers: 

a. Art 9(2) "Eurostat shall be consulted on and may be involved in the initial design, 
subsequent development and discontinuation of administrative registers and databases built 
up and maintained by other Commission services, in order to facilitate further use of the data 
contained in these registers and databases for the purposes of European statistics. To that 
end, Eurostat shall have the right to propose standardisation activities concerning 
administrative records that are relevant for the production of European statistics." 

17. In the same way as the NSIs could improve cooperation with the other national public 
administrations, Eurostat needs to tighten cooperation with other Commission services in order to 
obtain more comparable EU level data. 

B.  Statistical methods 

18. Most of the time, administrative data cannot be directly used to derive statistics as they do not meet 
the statistical requirements. Therefore, statistical methods need to be applied (1) to make 
administrative data usable for statistical purpose and (2) to use them for producing official statistics. 
Development and/or adaptation of existing methods and statistical approaches are needed in order to 
foster the use of administrative data. Thus, statistical science/know-how can be used either to 
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overcome the existing obstacles or to compensate for the lack of quality or simply for allowing the 
use of administrative data for statistical purposes. 

19. Comparability across country is a key demand of European statistics. However, national 
administrative systems and legislations are very different across countries. Therefore, we are keen to 
identify statistical methods and techniques that help not only in improving administrative data quality 
or in better preparing them for producing statistics but also in coping with their deficiencies as they 
are and ensure statistical comparability. In other words, we would like to identify those methods that 
provide the desired comparable statistical outputs based on the national administrative data at hand, 
without changing them but by accepting their diversity and complexity. In this context, it is important 
to stress that accuracy at microdata level is desirable but not necessary. Therefore, we should explore 
the possibility of getting good estimations at aggregate level by applying statistical methods to 
administrative data. The adaptation of administrative data to statistical purposes might be 
unnecessary if we look into statistics at aggregated level. 

20. Possible areas of actions are listed below without attempting to be exhaustive or to order them 
according to importance: 

a. Look for common features of various national administrative registers in order to identify 
synergies and produce recommendations/guidelines on what administrative data can be used 
for statistical purposes while ensuring international comparability. In other words, before 
trying to tackle the diversity and seek for international comparability, we can start identifying 
what is common across Europe and which administrative data can be more straightforwardly 
translated into statistics. For instance, we could identify (1) statistical domains/variables 
where common approaches for reconciliation between administrative and statistical concepts 
can be applied or (2) common good proxies for the statistical variables in order to guarantee 
the international comparability.  

b. International comparability is reinforced by addressing common problems in the same 
manner. In this respect, general guidelines on what statistical techniques they can be used to 
overcome specific problems/obstacles against using administrative data would be very 
useful.  

c. As the statistical process is the same across domains and countries, it would be useful to 
produce recommendations and general decisional trees on how to convert administrative 
information into a coherent system of statistical registers. In other words, to transform raw 
[administrative] datasets into statistical registers and link them into an integrated system that 
can be used as the basis for statistical production. A common decisional tree would improve 
comparability and would allow better assessment of the overall quality of European statistics. 
It could be built around some well-defined principles that guide statisticians in their work. 

d. Specific national contexts vary widely across Europe. Therefore, EU statistics can 
incorporate national statistics compiled based on various combination patterns of sources. 
Thus, beyond integration problems, the statistician should assess the impact of using various 
different national patterns on the comparability and quality of European statistics. 
Developing a methodology for assessing the quality of the output based on a combination of 
sources is a key issue for European comparability. 

e.  Quality requirements for input data could be set up in order to enable assessing the 
usefulness of a given data source. We should keep in mind that our goal is to produce 
comparable statistics and not to have perfect administrative data to be integrated as such into 
the statistical process. Therefore, we need an inventory of possible usages of administrative 
data joined by minimum quality requirements for input data that ensure their successful use. 

f. In many cases, the statistical methods already exist. Some EU Member States are using good 
methodology and software for data processing. There is a need to identify those common 
tools and a way to make these available to everybody. A large share of the effort should be 
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dedicated to assessing when the already known tools and techniques should be used and how 
they could be used for producing comparable results. The second step is to develop new 
methodologies for the situations that are still not covered. A further step is the agreement in 
the ESS on their use, in such a way to that the national statistics are comparable and ready to 
be aggregated into EU statistics. 

g. Although the register-based surveys are the oldest and most common form of statistics, no 
well-established terminology in the field exists. On the contrary, survey theory provides a 
very rich literature with well-defined statistical terms. In addition, the correspondence 
between statistical terms and administrative ones is not simple or could create confusions. 
Therefore, there is a strong need to introduce a number of register-statistical concepts and 
principles with a triple goal: (1) to allow for an easy communication and exchange of 
experiences in the field , (2) to underline and/or make clear the differences and (3) to ensure 
pre-requisites for comparable data. In addition, a well-establish terminology facilitates the 
communication with the users. 

21. All methodological developments should be undertaken keeping in mind the goal of flexibility. As 
administrative sources are subject to change, it is important that the statistical processes adapt quickly 
to this in order to keep producing the desired output. 

C. Quality 

22. The transformation process/mapping of raw administrative data into statistical data affects 
international comparability. Therefore, the identification of methods to assess the output 
comparability is a core issue. We need a way to ensure that the tools used give us comparable results.  

23. It is difficult to assess differences in data quality, even when concepts and definition are the same. 
For instance, if we are looking at survey theory we note that different data collection approaches (e.g. 
wording, order of questions, data collection period, data collection tool) may induce comparability 
problems that cannot be straightforwardly quantified. By extrapolating, it is more difficult to 
reproduce similar conditions for data collection in administration, therefore comparability problems 
can become significant. In addition, the incentives structure for correct data recording may differ, 
therefore inducing important differences in data accuracy. 

24. In the current context of integrating multiple-sources, several questions can be raised: 

a. is the current system of quality indicators sufficiently comparable between countries to build 
an overall quality measure for EU estimate?  

b. for surveys, a well-defined set of quality indicators is set up. Does it apply when statistical 
output is a combination of administrative data and surveys? For instance, how to measure the 
accuracy of statistics based on such combination?  

c. how to compare quality if integration approaches differs very much among countries? 

d. which information do we need to quantify quality in general and the degree of comparability 
in particular? 

25. In some areas, the use of administrative sources is allowed with prior notification of the Commission 
and certification that the statistics thus produced are "at least of equal quality to information obtained 
for statistical surveys"7. However, no common guidelines on what aspects have to be taken into 
account when assessing the "equal quality" exist. The data collection by the public administration is 

                                                 
7 For example, Regulation (EC) No 1165/2008 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 19 November 
2008 concerning livestock and meat statistics and repealing Council Directives 93/23/EEC, 93/24/EEC and 
93/25/EEC (Text with EEA relevance) 
 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32008R1165:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32008R1165:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32008R1165:EN:NOT
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beyond a statistical institute's control, which means that the statistical institute itself needs 
information. Therefore, Member States report heterogeneous meta-information which make very 
difficult to ascertain whether data are indeed of equal quality and comparable across countries. 

26. The decision whether to collect directly from units – by means of statistical survey – and/or to rely on 
administrative sources is a matter of balancing the relative advantages and disadvantages. Both 
benefits and disadvantages of an administrative register can vary across different statistical domains. 
Moreover, the quality of each item in a register has to be analysed separately. In addition, depending 
on the very specific context, there is no clear borderline between advantage and disadvantage. 
Guidelines for the national statistical authorities to assess the relevance of national administrative 
data for specific statistical purpose and to check whether the quality of statistics based on them is 
similar with those based on statistical survey are necessary. 

27. The whole production process and all the sources of error should be considered: 
incentives/disincentives of respondents and data owners, as well as systematic biases that stem from 
legislation, ICT and administrative processing errors. Errors can be classified into systematic (mainly 
due to incentives) and random (mainly due to administrative processing). 

28. Possible areas of actions are listed below without attempting to be exhaustive or to order them 
according to importance: 

a. Produce common guidelines on quality assessment of statistical process where multiple 
sources are integrated – among them at least one administrative source –. The guidelines 
should follow the methodological guidelines for integrating multiple-sources. The quality 
assessment of statistical process has to support the statistical activity, without adding burden, 
and to enable the timely identification and correction of the possible lack of quality. The 
influence of each source and approach used has to be reflected in the quality assessment of 
the final statistical product, no matter the combination used.  

For instance, one can decide to simply combine estimation from a survey with a total from an 
administrative source. It is also possible to apply econometrical techniques to get estimations 
from administrative source and combine with estimation from a survey. Additionally, several 
surveys can be matched (statistical matching); that means that administrative sources and/or 
registers are used as auxiliary information/ benchmark for the success of technique. Hence, 
not only the impact of sources should be captured but also the statistical technique used for 
integration. For instance, in matching we have specific quality indicators, in survey others, in 
econometrics others and so on but what happens when mix them into a single statistical 
figure? Before quality assessment, a methodology is needed for describing, at least broadly, 
possible combinations and then, to develop a set of quality indicators and indicate their 
applicability field. An alternative approach might be conducting a regular quality survey in 
order to avoid complex quality assessments of multiple combinations of sources. 

b. Use similarities between national administrative systems to group countries and propose 
tailored possible means to improve input data quality directly at source. A source of ideas 
could come from experienced countries by extracting best practices and describing necessary 
environmental conditions for implementation. Identify possible IT tools (e.g. validation 
programs, errors checks) and statistical expertise to be shared with the administrations in 
order to improve statistical quality of their data and facilitate electronic exchange of data.  

29. There are several possible approaches for each type of action: 

a. Quality reporting: reports (on input, process or output) are produced according to a 
commonly agreed list of indicators. The reports give information on how the data is collected 
and processed without attaching any valuation to it. 

b. Quality assessment: some minimum standards for the indicators are agreed. Therefore, the 
object is evaluated according to the standards and labelled as satisfactory, good etc. 
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c. Quality assurance: measures are proposed in order to improve quality so that the minimum 
standards are satisfied. 

30. The first approach is neutral: it gives information on the statistical production but does not show the 
impact on comparability. The second approach evaluates the degree of comparability. It is only when 
the third approach is used that comparability is improved.  

31. On top of the actions in the three main areas discussed above (access to data, processing methods and 
quality), a deep reflection is needed on the way to adapt the European requirements for data in 
different areas in order to allow the production through integration of a more flexible and reliable set 
of European statistics of high quality. European regulations should be flexible enough to allow the 
production of statistical output based on multiple sources, as long as it respects the EU quality 
requirements. 

IV. Conclusions 

32. The ESS.VIP.ADMIN team together with a group of Member States are currently preparing the 
detailed work packages of the project (to be implemented in the period December 2014-December 
2017). The work packages will probably focus on the areas discussed above and try to strengthen the 
issue of comparability. 

33. On top of developing new approaches when needed, the project will focus on incorporating the 
results that have already been achieved in a common way of working at EU level (depending on the 
situation of the Member State). The hope is that the greatest value added of the project will be 
agreeing on some minimum standards and common actions in the ESS regarding the statistical 
processes that use administrative sources. This does not necessarily mean a uniform treatment of the 
Member States. The guidelines could be tailored to groups of Member States that face similar issues. 

34.  When dealing with comparability, one more aspect should be kept in mind. Most of statistics are 
harmonized under common framework and by using standards and common classification. But this 
does not necessarily means that the data are truly comparable in the sense that they are measuring the 
same overarching concept. The confrontation between types of data sources (e.g. administrative 
sources versus statistical surveys) brings additional comparability issues when the output is derived 
from them. We cannot deny/ignore these additional comparability issues. Instead, we have to accept, 
document and explain them for the sake of both comparability and transparency. Moreover, in some 
cases, differences between types of data sources could give value-added information, useful to 
society. Therefore, an enhanced assurance framework could be set up taking into account the 
administrative concepts so that we can both (1) reconcile administrative and statistical purposes and 
(2) ensure a reasonable level of comparability over time and across countries. We should not aim at 
perfect comparability, but rather at defining an acceptable level of comparability, finding a way to 
measure and assess it, as well as a commitment to respect it among the ESS members. 
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