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Changing times for EU social statistics 
This paper aims to explain the reasons for modernising the EU's social statistics. It follows the European Commission's 
intention to integrate social statistics, as announced in the 2016 and 2015 Commission Work Programmes.1  In particular, 
with the forthcoming "Statistics Package", the Commission intends to integrate seven existing data sets based on social 
surveys2 by means of a framework regulation3.  This paper aims to provide a brief overview of ongoing developments in 
the field of rationalising EU social statistics, and detail the European Commission's expected approach.  
 
Changing demand, production mode and resources for EU social statistics 
Official statistics play an increasingly important role in today's society. They are a prerequisite for sound design and 
assessment of policies at different stages.  As such, they are essential to policy-makers, but also to the public at large, 
researchers, academics, journalists and other users of statistics.  
 

EU policies are increasingly setting quantitative objectives and thresholds and consequently depend on statistical data to 
monitor developments and progress.  A good example is the Europe 2020 strategy with its key objectives expressed in the 
form of five headline targets.  Each headline target sets a quantitative objective and monitoring of each objective relies on 
statistical data. This increased demand for statistics is not an EU phenomenon; they also play an increasingly important 
role in the international context.  A good example here are the UN's Millennium Development Goals (MDG). The 2015 
MDG report emphasises that statistical data are an indispensable element of the development agenda - 'What gets 
measured gets done'.  
 

Several important developments occurred in the past few years and significantly affected the European statistical 
environment in general and European social statistics in particular.  These developments appear to provide the impetus 
for the European Commission's intention to integrate social statistics and could be divided into three groups: the changing 
demand for statistics, the changing statistical production model and the decreasing statistical resources.  
 

a) Changing demand for statistics - 'WHAT' statistics do we need today? 
The demand for official social statistics is increasing and rapidly changing and so is the attention social statistics receive.  
Several developments might have contributed to this situation.  To start with, the economic and financial crisis brought to 
the forefront issues such as poverty, social exclusion and inequality.  It also exposed the limitations of macro-economic 
statistics in providing a reliable picture of the living conditions of ordinary people.  After all, under certain conditions, it 
was perfectly possible for most people within a country to be worse off even though average income was increasing4.  
 

The debate of what constitutes societal progress and national well-being has received widespread attention in the past 
years.  The influential Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi report pointed to limitations of the GDP as an indicator of economic 
performance and social progress.  The report advocated the need for statistical systems to 'shift emphasis from measuring 
economic production to measuring people's well-being'.5  It put forward a proposal for a 'development of a statistical 

                                                           
1 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the Regions: Commission Work Programme 2016: No time for business as usual: Annex 2: REFIT Initiatives (COM(2015) 610 final), 
27 October 2015, p. 5, point 26; and Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic 
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: Commission Work Programme 2015: A New Start: Annex III: REFIT Actions COM(2014) 
910 final), 16 December 2014, p. 6, point 23. 
2 The seven social surveys/data sets are: The Labour Force Survey (LFS), the Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), the Adult 
Education Survey (AES), the European Health Interview Survey (EHIS), the Survey on ICT Usage in Households (ICT HH), the Household Budget 
Survey (HBS), and the Harmonised European Time Use Survey (HETUS). 
3 See Inception Impact Assessment on the Framework Regulation for the Production of European Statistics on Persons and Households, July 
2015.  
4 Stiglitz, E., Sen, A. and Fitoussi, J. (2009) Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress. 
5 Ibid., p. 12. 
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http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
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http://www.insee.fr/fr/publications-et-services/dossiers_web/stiglitz/doc-commission/RAPPORT_anglais.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/atwork/pdf/cwp_2016_annex_ii_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/atwork/pdf/cwp_2016_annex_ii_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/atwork/pdf/cwp_2015_refit_actions_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/atwork/pdf/cwp_2015_refit_actions_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/smart-regulation/roadmaps/docs/2014_estat_002_social_statistics_en.pdf
http://www.insee.fr/fr/publications-et-services/dossiers_web/stiglitz/doc-commission/RAPPORT_anglais.pdf
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system that complements measures of market activity by measures centred on people's well-being and by measures that 
capture sustainability.'6  The OECD followed suit - its framework for Measuring Well-Being and Progress is based on the 
recommendations of the Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi report and is built around three domains: material conditions, quality of life 
and sustainability.  In a similar vein, the European Commission's communication GDP and Beyond pointed to limitations of 
GDP as 'a proxy indicator for overall societal development and progress in general.'7  It called for several actions to better 
measure progress, among which were complementing GDP with environmental and social indicators and more accurate 
reporting on distribution and inequalities.8 Several other initiatives go in the same direction. The Social Progress 
Imperative similarly calls for a wider understanding of what constitutes successful societies, holding that inclusive growth 
calls for both economic and social progress. Its Social Progress Index includes three dimensions of social progress: basic 
human needs, foundations of wellbeing and opportunity.9 
 

The above developments are closely related to yet another change on the demand side.  Users of statistics increasingly 
want integrated, 'complex, multidimensional statistics'10 - i.e., statistical information that is not limited to a specific 
domain but cuts across several domains.  The European Statistical System (ESS) Vision 2020 notes that '[c]omplex reality 
has emerged that has to be captured by official statistics.  [This reality]  ask[s] for new statistical products, all of which go 
beyond the adding of separate national results and which are able to serve multiple purposes.'11  In much the same vein, 
the 2009 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the production method 
of EU statistics: A vision for the next decade12 states that the phenomena that are being measured are increasingly 
interrelated and mutually dependent.  This explains the changing need for correspondingly integrated statistics.  
 

One of the additional challenges on the demand side is related to the timeliness of statistics as the users increasingly want 
statistics quicker.  In this context, the European Statistical System (ESS) Vision 2020 notes the competitive pressure from 
new data producers.13  Another challenge, noted earlier, is that the EU policies increasingly set quantitative objectives and 
thresholds, thus changing the quantity of the data needed and the way it is collected. 
 

Finally, it is important to note that the changing demand for European statistics is here to stay. It is a 'trend [...] unlikely to 
change in the future'.14 
 

b) Changing statistical production models - 'HOW' is statistical data produced? 
The seven social surveys which the European Commission intends to integrate have so far been developed independently 
from one another following specific policy requirements.  They are thus domain specific (addressing labour or education or 
social exclusion).  They are also governed by separate sets of legislation15 and are produced in isolation from one another.  
Statistical data for these surveys is collected at the national level and then compiled by Eurostat to produce statistics at EU 
level.  Several authorities are involved in this process.16  At the national level, besides the National Statistical Institutes 
(NSIs), there are usually other authorities providing statistics depending on the domain.  'Each survey is run by a different 
authority or, at least, a different department within an authority, mostly independently from the other surveys.'17  This 
production model is referred to as a 'silos' or a 'stovepipe' production model.  The same approach is then replicated at EU 
level, with Eurostat using NSIs' data in a particular statistical domain and aggregating it to produce EU statistics in that 
particular domain, resulting in the so-called 'augmented stovepipe model'18 (see the Stovepipe/Silos model in the 
Statistical Production Model graph below). 
 

                                                           
6 Ibid. 
7 Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament: GDP and beyond: Measuring progress in a changing world 
(COM(2009) 433 final), 20 August 2009, p. 2.  
8 Note conceptual similarities between Stiglitz/Sen/Fitoussi report, OECD framework, GDP and beyond communication with the earlier UNDP 
concept of human development and related Human Development Index, created in 1990 'to emphasize that people and their capabilities should 
be the ultimate criteria for assessing the development of a country, not economic growth alone'. 
9 Recent discussions on the topic include EPRS Scientific Foresight Unit's Annual Lecture: Sustaining Sustainability-Making Economics Work for 
the Global Environment, held in November 2013 and the 5th OECD World Forums on Statistics, Knowledge and Policy held in October 2015.  
10 Regulation 99/2013 on the European statistical programme 2013-2017, 15 January 2013, OJ L 39, 9.2.2013, p. 13.   
11 The European Statistical System Vision 2020, adopted by the European Statistical System Committee (ESSC) in May 2014, p. 3.  
12 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the production method of EU statistics: a vision for the 
next decade (COM(2009) 404 final), 10 August 2009. 
13 See footnote 11, p. 4.  
14 Regulation 99/2013 on the European statistical programme 2013-2017, 15 January 2013, OJ L 39, 9.2.2013, p. 13.  
15 Two social surveys out of seven mentioned in point 2 do not have a legal basis but are conducted on the basis of an informal agreement. 
These are the Household Budget Survey (HBS) and the Harmonised European Time Use Survey (HETUS). 
16 For a more detailed overview of different actors within the European Statistical System, see box 'Actors in EU Statistics' below.  
17 Development of methods and scenarios for an integrated system of European Social Surveys / D9 report on the operational issues of the pilot 
survey, Eurostat, January 2014. 
18 See footnote 12, p. 5.   

http://www.oecd.org/statistics/measuring-well-being-and-progress.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52009DC0433
http://www.socialprogressimperative.org/data/spi
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/42577/6906243/ESS+vision+2020+brochure/4baffcaa-9469-4372-b1ea-40784ca1db62
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/42577/6906243/ESS+vision+2020+brochure/4baffcaa-9469-4372-b1ea-40784ca1db62
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/747709/753176/List_ONAs_SK_09062015/266c54b6-f9b7-48f5-acf8-dbf7db22d2b2
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52009DC0433
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52009DC0433
http://hdr.undp.org/en
http://hdr.undp.org/en
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/stoa/cms/home/events/annual_lectures/annual2013
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/stoa/cms/home/events/annual_lectures/annual2013
http://www.oecd-5wf.mx/
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444812526982&uri=CELEX:32013R0099
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/42577/6906243/ESS+vision+2020+brochure/4baffcaa-9469-4372-b1ea-40784ca1db62
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444812526982&uri=CELEX:32013R0099
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/household-budget-surveys/policy-context
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/5909673/KS-RA-08-014-EN.PDF/a745ca2e-7dc6-48a9-a36c-000ad120380e?version=1.0
https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/02f6c162-6ef7-4d97-9cea-2b8ebe7d4e1a/D9%20Report%20on%20the%20operational%20issues%20of%20the%20pilot%20survey.pdf
https://circabc.europa.eu/sd/a/02f6c162-6ef7-4d97-9cea-2b8ebe7d4e1a/D9%20Report%20on%20the%20operational%20issues%20of%20the%20pilot%20survey.pdf
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This statistics production model is increasingly seen as obsolete 
and not fit for purpose for two primary reasons.  The stovepipe 
model is not well suited to measure today's complex reality.  
Because of its very structure, it does not cover data across 
different domains.  The other reason is that it fails to exploit the 
technological advances that statisticians have at their disposal 
today. 
 

The European Commission / Eurostat started its work on the 
modernisation of social statistics back in 2009.  The integration 
of social surveys is an important element of this modernisation 
process.   
 

There are several important milestones in this process. The 
Commission Communication on the production method of EU 
statistics: a vision for the next decade19 dating back to 2009 
compares the prevailing model of statistical production at the 
time with the envisaged model in which social surveys are 
integrated and combined with administrative and other data 
sources (see the Integrated model in the Statistical Production 
Model graph below).  A vision for the next decade advocates 
moving away from a stovepipe model towards an integrated 
statistical production. In such a model, much of the statistical 
production process between the MSs and Eurostat would 
eventually be unified.20  The Vision was followed in 2011 by the 
Wiesbaden memorandum21 on a new conceptual design for 
household and social statistics in which the Directors General of 
the NSIs called for a streamlining of social surveys and better 
access to administrative data and new data sources as well as 
for the re-use of existing data.  This important milestone was followed by the Regulation 99/2013 on the European 
statistical programme 2013-17 which provided an overall framework for the development, production and dissemination 
of European statistics. It states that the ESS business architecture' (i.e. statistical production model) will be put in place 
gradually and will allow 'more integrated production of European statistics; harmonise and standardise statistical 
production methods and metadata; enhance the horizontal (across statistical domains) and vertical (across ESS partners) 
integration of statistical production processes [...]; use and integrate multiple data sources; produce multi-purpose 
statistics.'22 
 

The graph 'Statistical Production Model' gives an overview of the planned integration of social surveys within a broader 
modernisation of statistical production.  The integrated model envisages not only that the data from various social surveys 
/ data sets would be integrated but that this integrated data would be complemented by other data sources: 
administrative data, big data23, etc.  
 

Such a modernised statistical production is thus comprised of cross-domain and multi-source data integration; it further 
includes common infrastructure and other related processes and tools.  The approach chosen for the integration of social 
surveys is their modularisation.  The roadmap for the integration of European social surveys provides an overview of this 
process of modularisation:  it 'entails the break-up of each survey into mutually exclusive sets of variables called 'modules' 
and the subsequent grouping of sets of modules into 'instruments'.  The social survey will then consist of instruments.   
 

                                                           
19 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the production method of EU statistics: a vision for the 
next decade (COM(2009) 404 final), 10 August 2009, p. 7. 
20 On this point, see another Eurostat paper which states that 'many aspects of the statistical production process between the MSs and Eurostat 
merge to become a common, shared system', Eurostat (2011) The Modernisation of European Social Statistics at 
https://www.destatis.de/EN/AboutUs/Events/DGINS/Documents.html (last accessed 3 November 2015).  
21 DGINS (2011) Wiesbaden memorandum: New conceptual design for households and social statistics: as adopted by the ESSC on 28th 
September 2011 (last accessed 3 November 2015). 
22 Regulation 99/2013 on the European statistical programme 2013-2017, 15 January 2013, OJ L 39, 9.2.2013, p. 27. 
23 See one recent example of the use of big data: Tuhkuri, J. (2015) Big Data: Google Searches Predict Unemployment in Finland, a paper 
presented at the New Techniques and Technologies for Statistics 2015: Reliable Evidence for a Society in Transition, March 2015, Brussels (last 
accessed 3 November 2015).  

ACTORS IN EU STATISTICS 
ESS / European Statistical System 

is the partnership between the Eurostat and the National 
Statistical Institutes (NSIs) and other national authorities 
responsible in each MS for the development, production and 
dissemination of European statistics. It includes the EEA and 
EFTA countries. See Regulation 223/2009. 

ESSC / European Statistical System Committee 
provides professional guidance to the ESS for developing, 
producing and disseminating European statistics. Chaired by 
the Eurostat and composed of the representatives of Member 
States' NSIs. See Regulation 223/2009. 

ESAC / European Statistical Advisory Committee  
ensures that user requirements and the costs borne by 
information providers and producers are taken into account. 
Composed of users, respondents and producers of statistical 
information. See Decision 234/2008.  

ESGAB / European Statistical Governance  
Advisory Board 

provides an independent overview of the ESS as regards the 
implementation of the European Statistics Code of Practice. 
See Decision 235/2008.  

DGINS / Directors General of the  
National Statistical Institutes  

meet once a year in a DGINS Conference to discuss topics 
related to the statistical programme and current strategic 
issues in statistics. See in particular DGINS Wiesbaden 
memorandum from 2011 on the 'New conceptual design for 
household and social statistics' 

Partnership Group  
has a mission to further the development of the ESS at the 
highest level, notably through ensuring the effective 

       
             

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
https://www.destatis.de/EN/AboutUs/Events/DGINS/Document_Memorandum.pdf;jsessionid=10EAA67B3B29CBF15C739F2285678504.cae1?__blob=publicationFile
https://www.destatis.de/EN/AboutUs/Events/DGINS/Document_Memorandum.pdf;jsessionid=10EAA67B3B29CBF15C739F2285678504.cae1?__blob=publicationFile
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444816243612&uri=CELEX:32013R0099
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444816243612&uri=CELEX:32013R0099
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444832689120&uri=CELEX:52009DC0404
https://www.destatis.de/EN/AboutUs/Events/DGINS/Documents.html
https://www.destatis.de/EN/AboutUs/Events/DGINS/Document_Memorandum.pdf;jsessionid=10EAA67B3B29CBF15C739F2285678504.cae1?__blob=publicationFile
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444812526982&uri=CELEX:32013R0099
http://www.cros-portal.eu/sites/default/files/Tuhkuri_NTTS_2015_abstract%20%281%29.pdf
http://www.cros-portal.eu/content/ntts-2015
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/747709/753176/List_ONAs_SK_09062015/266c54b6-f9b7-48f5-acf8-dbf7db22d2b2
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444813469632&uri=CELEX:32009R0223
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444813469632&uri=CELEX:32009R0223
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1444813609765&uri=CELEX:32008D0234
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/3859598/5921861/KS-32-11-955-EN.PDF/5fa1ebc6-90bb-43fa-888f-dde032471e15
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32008D0235&qid=1444813691784
https://www.destatis.de/EN/AboutUs/Events/DGINS/Document_Memorandum.pdf;jsessionid=10EAA67B3B29CBF15C739F2285678504.cae1?__blob=publicationFile
https://www.destatis.de/EN/AboutUs/Events/DGINS/Document_Memorandum.pdf;jsessionid=10EAA67B3B29CBF15C739F2285678504.cae1?__blob=publicationFile
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/ess/about-us/ess-gov-bodies/partnership-group
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Each instrument will consist of several modules and each module can belong to one or more instruments.'24  The 
envisaged process of the integration of social surveys appears to be a complex and lengthy process, involving many 
stakeholders.25  
 

 
Source: The European Commission (COM(2009) 404 final), 2009 with minor adaptations by the authors, graph created by Giulio Sabbati, DG EPRS 

 

c) Reduced statistical resources 
Finally, reduced budgets for public spending result in reduced budgetary and other resources allocated to statistical 
production. This means that the NSIs and Eurostat have to provide more with less. They have to satisfy the increased and 
changing demand for their products with decreased budgets and resources in general. Furthermore, the need for 
simplification and improvement of the regulatory environment and, in particular, the need for the reduction of the burden 
on respondents is yet another element in the changing environment of statistical production. 
 

Conclusion 
The possibilities offered by ICT technologies and related modernisation of statistical production are increasingly seen as 
the solution to the challenges of the changing demand for statistics on the one side and the decreased statistical resources 
on the other. This appears to be much in line with the Commission's Better Regulation package and its intention to 'look 
for solutions that take advantage of all the opportunities that digital and other technologies can offer today and might 
offer tomorrow'26. The Commission notes for example that 'even well-designed legislation may become out of date' and 
that new technology 'may offer the opportunity to deliver the policy goal in a better way.'27 The European Commission's 
initiative for the integration of social statistics appears to be a move in such direction. 
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Manuscript completed in January 2016. Brussels © European Union, 2016.  
The opinions expressed in this document are the sole responsibility of the author(s) and do not represent an official position of the 
European Parliament. Reproduction and translation of this document for non-commercial purposes are authorized, provided the source is 
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24 Development of methods and scenarios for an integrated system of European Social Surveys / D12 report on the Roadmap for the integration 
of European social surveys, Eurostat, February 2014, p. 4. Not to be confused with the Roadmap on the Framework Regulation for the 
production of European statistics on persons and households (the June 2015 roadmap was subsequently adapted to become the current 
Inception Impact Assessment).  
25 Ibid., in particular the overview on p. 13-16 (e.g. 'proposed schedule for the implementation of the roadmap of modularisation of the 
European social surveys' which spans over 8 years).   
26 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the 
Committee of the regions: Better regulation for better results - An EU Agenda, COM(2015) 215 final, 19 May 2015, p. 6. 
27 Ibid., p. 10.  
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