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Statistical organisations around the world 
are coming under increasing pressure to 
improve the efficiency of the statistical 
production process. At the same time, 
there are growing demands to reduce the 
burden placed on the respondents to 
statistical surveys. This is particularly the 
case where respondents are businesses, 
as many governments see reducing 
bureaucracy as a key measure to support 
and promote business development.

Statisticians are increasingly considering 
alternatives to the traditional survey 
approach to collecting data. Perhaps the 
most obvious answer is to see if usable 
data already exist elsewhere. Many non-
statistical organisations collect data in 
various forms, and although these data 
are rarely direct substitutes for those 
collected via statistical surveys, they may 
provide a more cost-effective alternative. 
This handbook examines the issues 
involved with using non-statistical 
sources, and gives practical examples of 
how those issues can be resolved.   
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Foreword 
 
 
Statistical organisations around the world are coming under increasing pressure to 
improve the efficiency of the statistical production process, and particularly to make 
savings in costs and staff resources. At the same time, there are growing political 
demands to reduce the burden placed on the respondents to statistical surveys. This 
is particularly the case where respondents are businesses, as many governments 
see reducing bureaucracy as a key measure to support and promote business 
development. 
 
Given these pressures, statisticians are increasingly being forced to consider 
alternatives to the traditional survey approach as a way of gathering data. Perhaps 
the most obvious answer is to see if usable data already exist elsewhere. Many non-
statistical organisations collect data in various forms, and although these data are 
rarely direct substitutes for those collected via statistical surveys, they often offer 
possibilities, sometimes through the combination of multiple sources, to replace, fully 
or partially, direct statistical data collection. 
 
The degree of use of administrative sources in the statistical production process 
varies considerably from country to country, from those that have developed fully 
functioning register-based statistical systems, to those that are just starting to 
consider this approach.  
 
Although several subject specific texts exist, there have, until now, been no general, 
international methodological guidelines to help those in the early stages of using 
administrative data. This handbook aims to fill that gap. It builds on material 
developed over ten years in the context of an international training course on the use 
of administrative sources for statistical purposes. That course has now been 
delivered over ten times, to audiences of official statisticians from throughout 
Europe, Western and Central Asia, and North Africa. 
 
Each time the course has been run, it has been improved and enhanced by sharing 
experiences with, and receiving feedback from participants. It has also benefited 
greatly from the input of various expert guest presenters from Statistics Finland and 
the British Office for National Statistics.  
 
Mr Steven Vale, UNECE, Course leader 
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Notes 
 
 
1) Note on References 
 
This handbook includes many references to other papers, web sites and 
publications. To help those who want to follow-up these references, Internet 
addresses are given wherever possible. These were all checked at the time of 
writing, but that is no guarantee that they will still work at the time of reading. If the 
reader finds a broken link, please report it to support.stat@unece.org. 
 
 
2) Note on Exercises 
 
The exercises at the end of Chapters 6 and 7 are taken from the course on which 
this handbook was based. They are included here as practical examples to reinforce 
the theory presented in those chapters. 
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1. What are Administrative and Secondary Sources? 
 
1.1 Introduction 
 
Before we start to consider the practicalities of using data from administrative and 
secondary sources, it is worth just taking some time to clearly define what these 
terms mean. Several definitions exist in the literature currently available, the most 
relevant of which are examined in this chapter. The chapter ends by proposing a 
relatively simple and broad definition, which is then used as the basis for the 
remainder of this handbook. 
 
 
1.2 Traditional Definitions 
 
Administrative sources have traditionally been defined as collections of data held by 
other parts of government, collected and used for the purposes of administering 
taxes, benefits or services. Perhaps the most comprehensive of the traditional 
definitions was set out by Gordon Brackstone of Statistics Canada in his 1987 paper 
“Statistical Issues of Administrative Data: Issues and Challenges”1. Brackstone 
identified four distinguishing features of administrative data: 
 

1. The agent that supplies the data to the statistical agency and the unit to which the 
data relate are different (in contrast to most statistical surveys); 

2. The data were originally collected for a definite non-statistical purpose that might 
affect the treatment of the source unit; 

3. Complete coverage of the target population is the aim; 

4. Control of the methods by which the administrative data are collected and 
processed rests with the administrative agency. 

 
This definition is broadly in line with that proposed by the Statistical Data and 
Metadata eXchange (SDMX) initiative2: 
 

“A data holding containing information collected and maintained for the 
purpose of implementing one or more administrative regulations.” 

 
During 1996-97 an internal Eurostat task force examined ways to better coordinate 
work relating to the use of administrative sources across different domains of 
statistics. This task force used a simple typology of data sources to consider how 
administrative sources should be defined. Firstly all data sources were divided into 
primary sources (data collected for statistical purposes) and secondary sources (all 
other data). A traditional or “narrow” definition of administrative sources comprises 
just public sector non-statistical sources, whereas a wider definition would also 
include private sector sources. 

                                                           
1 Brackstone G J: "Statistical Issues of Administrative Data: Issues and Challenges", in "Statistical 
Uses of Administrative Data -An International Symposium", organised by Statistics Canada, 23-25 
November 1987 (Proceedings published by Statistics Canada, Ottawa, December 1988). 
2 See: www.sdmx.org  

1 
 



 
The wider approach is consistent with the definition of administrative data adopted 
by the Conference of European Statisticians in the publication “Terminology on 
Statistical Metadata”3: 
 
 “Data collected by sources external to statistical offices.” 
 
The narrow and wider definitions can be shown graphically as follows: 
 
Figure 1.1 - Narrow definition Figure 1.2 - Wider definition 
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Thus under the narrow definition, administrative sources are a sub-set of secondary 
sources, whilst under the wider definition these terms are synonyms. 
 
There are a growing number of reasons for favouring the wider definition, including: 
 
 Increasing privatisation of government functions: 
In several countries, regulatory functions that used to be carried out by government 
departments or agencies are being transferred to private or semi-private 
organisations. Typical examples are usually in the health, education or public utilities 
sectors, where former state monopolies are increasingly being replaced by private 
companies or non-profit institutions. 
 
Registration functions, including the operation of administrative registers on behalf of 
government departments are also under consideration for privatisation in several 
countries. This means that the traditional distinctions between public and private 
sector functions are becoming increasingly blurred, and that the traditional or 
“narrow” definition of administrative sources is becoming too restrictive. 
 
 Growth of private sector data and “value-added re-sellers”: 
The amount of digital information in the world is growing exponentially, increasing by 
a factor of ten approximately every 5 years. Even if only a tiny fraction of this “data 
deluge” is of interest for official statistics, the volumes of data, and the range of 
topics they cover are still huge.  

                                                           
3 See: 
www1.unece.org/stat/platform/download/attachments/9110092/Metadata+terminology+2000.pdf?versi
on=1  

2 
 

预览已结束，完整报告链接和二维码如下：
https://www.yunbaogao.cn/report/index/report?reportId=5_1981


