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Abstract: The paper presents the definition and operation of developing microdata access services of 

the National Institute of Statistics and Geography following international best practices. The local 

context has special characteristics that had to be taken in consideration to make the Microdata 

Laboratory operational and safeguard the legitimate use of statistical information for research purpose 

or to support the definition, operation or evaluation of public policy. 

1 Background  

The National of Institute of Statistics and Geography (INEGI) has strived to harness 

the potential that offers information and communication technology (ICT) in 

dissemination of data to provide access to statistical information to different types of 

users. The institutional web site was developed in 1995 and through it, the Institute has 

offered various tools to access aggregate statistical information, always striving to 

provide as much geographical disaggregation as it was possible, without violating the 

confidentiality and taking advantage of the state of the art of ICT. In the past, the 

access to microdata was offered in an ad hoc way by the areas that generate 

information, on a personal base relation with the research community. The Institute 

has also offered the service of special tables that are generated upon the request of 

users. The access to this service is through the web site, a call centre, an email service 

and through the network of information centres that the Institute has in all main cities 

of the country. 

 

The Law of the National System of Statistical and Geographic Information was 

published in April 16, 2008 provided autonomy to the Institute and created a Board of 

Governors to regulate the National Statistical and Geographic Information System. 

The article 100 of this Law establishes that the Institute, following best international 

practices, will provide access to microdata. In the first session of the Board of 

Governors of the Institute, they authorized the terms and conditions in which the 

Institute will provide access to microdata of all statistical projects carried out by the 

Institute.  
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This agreement established that access to household surveys, government censuses 

and the samples of the household and population censuses will be provided direct from 

the Institute web site by download of the files of the household surveys that contain 

raw microdata. The confidentiality is kept by limiting to municipality level the 

geographic location of each unit of observation from the random sample. 

 

This agreement also established that access to microdata from surveys and censuses of 

establishments and agricultural units and from the population and household census 

will be provided through a research data centre and remote processing only for 

research purpose or to public servants that are defining or evaluating public policies. 

The Institute also kept in operation the regular public service of processing specific 

tabulates, upon request with charge. 

2 Microdata Laboratory Project 

INEGI appointed a leader in charge of defining an implementing an integral strategy 

to institutionalize the service of microdata access that comply the following activities: 

• Develop a microdata laboratory  

• Integration of the legal framework for the operation of the service of microdata 

access 

• Develop a section in INEGI web site dedicated to microdata access with 

information architecture perspective 

• Develop an information system to support the follow up of  

 

The person in charge of the project attended three international meetings on this 

subject, did a bibliographic research, interviewed experts, analysed web sites of other 

National Statistics Offices (NSO) and international organizations that offer access to 

microdata for research purpose and visit research data centres in the United Kingdom 

and the United Sates to come to know best international practices in access to 

microdata. 

 

INEGI decided to develop a microdata laboratory base on the risk management model 

developed by the Office of National Statistics of the United Kingdom (Ritchie, 2008). 

This model considers, with a holistic perspective, five elements that should be secure 

altogether, to create what is call a circle of trust, where authorized users will have 

direct access to the microdata that are confidential information. The challenge was to 

put in operation this best international practice into the local context of INEGI with 

scare resources. 
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INEGI developed the technical infrastructure of the laboratory with the same type of 

technological platform that the Secure Data Service of the UK operates in its Secure 

Data Service. The platform allows the creation of a virtual space in which only 

authorized users with specific privileges can enter the secure enclave through doom 

machines. The personnel of the areas that generate information can access to input the 

data need for a session of a specific user or extract the outputs of the processing that 

the user has done to check them for confidentiality, before they are deliver to user. The 

laboratory has twelve terminals, they are in secure space that has biometric systems 

control for the access and only the personnel of the laboratory can enter, it also has 

CCTV hours 24 surveillance.  

 

As for the secure persons, only public servants, postgraduate students and researchers 

of an academic or research institutions, or personnel from international organizations 

can apply to the service of the Laboratory. Each institution must sign an agreement 

with INEGI to provide the accreditation of the people affiliate to it. Following the 

practice carried by the Secure Data Service and the UK Economic and Social Research 

Council, INEGI signed an agreement with the National Council of Science and 
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Technology (CONACYT) by which the researchers and students that are receiving 

benefits from the Council will have its accreditation, and will be able to use the 

Laboratory. 

 

The service is provided through Internet. Users must download an application format, 

fill it and send it with their Curriculum Vitae, document of proof of institutional 

affiliation and official identification. In the format, they must describe the aim of its 

project, methodology and justify the need for the access to microdata. The research 

project must serve public good, by supporting the definition or evaluation of public 

policy or else academic research to be published, so it is publicly available. The data 

required must be justified in terms of the research project aim. The output of the 

processing is checked by the personnel of the areas that generate information to 

validate they do not breach confidentiality.  

 

The procedure was defined like a star, having one single point of contact with users 

that manages the relation with all the areas of INEGI that generate statistical 

information. It is the experts that download the microdata in the virtual desk and them 

who extract the output and check it and if it does not breach confidentiality cleared it 

and send it to the single point of entry that delivers it to the users.  

 

As for the legal framework, the Institute developed two norms, one that regulates the 

statistical information it generates and another for the National Statistical and 

Geographic Information System (NSGIS). By law it is compulsory for the Institute to 

provide access to the microdata of all its statistical projects. Each of the institutions 

that integrate the NSGIS must define if they provide access to the microdata of its 

statistical projects. If they decide to do so, the can sign an agreement with the Institute 

that will allow them to use the laboratory and avoid in this way the duplication of the 

infrastructure.   

 

INEGI develop a section in its web site dedicated to Microdata, it offers to users all 

the data to which they provide access to microdata, the terms and conditions in which 

they could have access to it. For each statistical project to which it provides access to 

its microdata.  
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Each statistical project has a microdata web page in this section except for those that 

the access is by download. The microdata pages of the statistical project have 

standardized navigation and common look and feel. Each page includes two 

subsections. The first is for all the methodological aspects available, ideally in this 

subsection each project should have: 

• Presentation with short description of the main attributes of the statistical 

project that provides users with a rapid overview of it. 

• Methodological document 

•  Glossary 

• Questionnaire 

• File descriptor 
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• Example of the data base (with no representative data) 

• Catalogues  

• DDI Metadata if it is available 

 

 

The second subsection includes the terms and conditions in which users can have 

access to the microdata of the statistical project. They are two ways to have access to 

microdata the laboratory and the requirement of specific tables, the possibility to 

choose one or the other depends on the institutional affiliation of the user, as it was 

mentioned before. 
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The main achievements of the project were to create institutional services, before users 

could have access if they had personal connections. Nowadays all the relation is done 

through the web page and the institutional email microdatos@inegi.org.mx 

 

Both services Remote processing and the Laboratory, that was inaugurated in April 

2013, are provided for academic research on a free border basis and free of charge. To 

enter the Laboratory, users need to have an accreditation of their institution that must 

sign an agreement with INEGI, and he or she must sign some terms and conditions and 

undertake a training session. We have singed 39 agreements for accreditation, 7 with 

international organizations, 14 with foreign academic institutions and 18 Mexican 

academic institutions. 

 

The number of users being serviced have increased steadily since then. 

Year Research 

Projects 

Remote 

Processing 

Microdata  

Laboratory 

2011 6 6 - 

2012 41 41 - 

2013 138 127 11 

2014 164 143 21 

2015 147 102 45 

2016 158 88 70 

2017 84 37 47 

Total 738 544 194 

 

The services have make evident the need to work data architecture and to try to 

recuperate historical data to harness the potential of research. The areas that generate 

the information that at the beginning were reticent to the project, have support the 

services and even modify certain aspects to support users. We have the challenge to 

create a sole technical platform both for users and the technical people of the areas that 

generate information to facilitate the process of servicing users working from the Data 

warehouse. As with the original project of the Laboratory this new stage faces not only 

technical but organizational challenges.  
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