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Summary: Although the Business Register is used in all business surveys of Statistics Netherlands, output-databases show that the results of separate surveys are not fully co-ordinated. This paper discusses the roots of the problem, and possible solutions. On efficiency considerations it is proposed to distinguish between the Business Register as the co-ordinated sample frame, and an estimated population of enterprises as raising frame.
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1. The roots of uncoordinated populations


From the very beginning of statistical business surveys statisticians are confronted by errors in the Business Register. In the Dutch case this beginning is a production statistics covering the complete manufacturing branch during the First World War. Although the statistics met with errors in the Register (missing elements, redundant elements and misclassification) there was no co-ordination among statistics: the statistics generated isolated results.


The need for co-ordination emerged from:


The gradual rise in the coverage of economic activities;


The gradual rise in the subjects covered;


The use of sample surveys.


The economic crises of the thirties, the Second World War and post war Keynesianism led to the proliferation of economic statistics and to the development of the system of National Accounts. This asked for a complete and co-ordinated coverage of the economy. Production statistics became building blocks in the system. The Central Business Register was introduced as a co-ordination tool. It generates the separate survey domains and thus guaranties that the individual survey results can be added to totals for the economy. 


In The Netherlands the subject of the first business survey was production, and especially the use of raw materials and intermediary products. The first expansion was to information on employment. Other new topics were environment, research and development and information technology. These topics are covered by separate surveys. The use of the central business register makes the results relatable: information on the production can be related to information on research and development in dairy industry. 


Correction of errors is relatively simple if all units in the Register are surveyed. The survey can be used to determine the population of enterprises and to update the Register. If we neglect - for the sake of this analysis - errors due to reporting and processing, the remaining errors are due to units missing from the Register. Circumstantial evidence shows that this is not a serious problem in the Business Register of Statistics Netherlands (except some areas which are still not included fully in the register like agriculture).  If only a part of the Register is covered (one branch) the number of missing units is higher due to misclassification: e.g. an enterprise in the dairy industry wrongly classified as a farm, a large enterprise wrongly classified as small.  Correction of errors on the basis of the partial survey leads to underestimation. A common, but arbitrary, solution is to accept the errors in the Register. In this way results remain relatable and at least the national totals of production, for instance, are estimated in an unbiased way. The errors encountered by the surveys are used to update the Register for the next year. 


The quality problems in the business register accumulate in the class of small enterprises. In the Dutch Business Register about 20% of the small enterprises is not economically active. Furthermore, about 30% of the small incorporated firms appeared to be a part of a larger enterprise. In some cases also the activity code is wrong, especially enterprises registered as wholesale appeare to be retail companies. The accumulation of problems in the class of small enterprises is due to different coverage in the business surveys: large manufacturing enterprises receive about 40 questionnaires a year, small enterprises in average less than one. Although business dynamics is probably higher with small than with large enterprises, business surveys are concentrated in the higher size-classes, thus generating more update-information on the large enterprises.


The quality problems with small enterprises in the business register are too large to neglect. A complicating factor is that small units are usually sampled with a small sampling fraction. Correction on the basis of a sample survey introduces variance in the estimated population of enterprises. Moreover, sometimes the errors are correlated with the target variable and generate a lot of variance in the time series. For instance, if a large building company (500 employees) is misclassified as small in the Business Register, and from the small enterprises a 10% sample is taken, once in ten years the estimated number of persons employed is about 5000 higher as the misclassified unit is in the sample. Normally this is not acceptable to the statistician, and he will find a way to smooth the time-series. An other source of discrepancy between statistics within the same subpopulation is non-response and the non-response correction by weighting. Standard non-response correction applies average values of a stratum to the non-respondents. But among the non-responding small enterprises are many inactive units. When conventional weighting procedures are applied, this will lead to serious overestimation. 


 In short, business surveys are co-ordinated in principle trough the use of the Business Register. But differences arise from:


Different samples (variance);


Reporting by the respondent;


Processing (especially coding variance);


Correction of individual Register errors;


Weighting to correct for non-response.


This in the end results in uncoordinated statistics. This is brought to light where the results of the separate surveys are combined: for instance in de output database STATLINE, but also in our data deliveries on the basis of the Structural Business Statistics Regulation (EU). 


2. Possible solutions


Given the quality of the Business Register, it is impossible to derive the population of enterprises directly from the register. A natural solution would seem to be to make more resources available for register updating and thus take away the cause of the problems. This solution is not acceptable, it would take an enormous growth of register updating surveys; this would raise both the response burden and the processing costs. The actual assignment of resources develops just in the opposite direction. Although the quality of the register is of crucial importance to economic statistics, the recourses available for register maintenance are declining. 


The falling resources are partly compensated by more and more efficient use of administrative business registers (Chambers of Commerce, Tax Authorities and Social Security Administrations). This strategy is especially fit for register maintenance with small and medium enterprises. The information can also be used to impute values in case of non-response in business surveys. The few very large enterprises always require separate treatment. However, the information available for  very small enterprises (especially enterprises without employees in paid employment) in the administrative registers is limited too. The administrative sources generate practically no extra information on the existence of enterprises and on birth and death of enterprises. 


As strategies to take away the cause of the problem can not be effectuated, we turn to taking away the effect. Demography of enterprises describes the population of enterprises and its development. This statistic plays a central role in the estimation of the population of enterprises. The estimates can be used to reweight survey results too. In the present situation the population estimates are mainly based on the Business Register and a large Register Maintenance Survey (about 8%). For the larger units (over 20 employees) the Register is taken as correct because of information available from surveys; for small units the correction is estimated on the basis of the Maintenance Survey. In some branches (agriculture, health care) additional information is used to generate a complete overview (see publication Enterprises in the Netherlands 1995 and further). 


This estimated population of enterprises could be used in two ways to generate Bureau-wide co-ordination. The table containing the estimated population of enterprises could be used as a raising frame (post stratification). The second way to implement co-ordination is to add the estimated correction factors to the individual units in the Business Register. These correction factors can be applied in the raising of a survey. A clear advantage of the second implementation is that any subpopulation can be derived in a consistent way. No level of co-ordination has to be defined. 


Co-ordination seems inevitable, though survey-statisticians are concerned about the continuity in their statistics. The idea of co-ordination is widely accepted, but the discussion on the actual implementation will still take considerable effort.





3. Developments


Important issues in the practical implementation are timeliness and level of detail. An issue of permanent concern is to organise work in a cost efficient way. The population estimates generated by the demography of enterprises can be improved trough the use of additional sources:


Business surveys;


Administrative sources.


At the moment the information generated by the business surveys themselves are not yet used sufficiently. Because of differences in design (questionnaire, sample technique, response strategy, processing) the use of surveys is not straightforward. It is an essential task to improve this, not only because of the efficient use of recourses, but - perhaps more importantly – because of the acceptance among survey statisticians.


The new administrative sources of the Business Register enhance the stratification possibilities. The Maintenance Survey can be directed more efficiently towards those register areas where it adds the most valuable information. Probably some areas can be identified with extreme good quality (correction factor = 1) or practically without active units (
