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1. Introduction

The Italian Business Portal (BP), known as “Statistica&Imprese”, is currently the system of statistical services
dedicated both to businesses and to Istat statisticians for the collection and return of information of the main
surveys of official statistics. This single point of access allows bi-directional communication between Istat and
the business world: using this tool all enterprises involved in business surveys can quickly and easily fulfil their
information obligations receiving back a number of significant advantages, like customized statistical
information feedback.

It was opened in 2013 and starting from 2016 it has been fully operational for all the Istat short-term and
structural business surveys. As a result, the central role of the Statistical Business Register (SBR) has been
strengthened, thanks to its use as a potential tool to harmonize all the business surveys in the National
Statistical System (SISTAN)™.

In the first part of this document (82) the peculiar features of the tool and its potentiality will be described
briefly, while more space will be given to the description of the back-office functionalities with a focus on the
SBR home page (83). Indeed, the new tool has a big potentiality in view of its integrated system of back-office
that permits — and encourages — the exchange of information from the SBR to all business surveys and vice
versa. In particular, the integrated management model of respondents notifications will be explained, with all
the implications for the validation of the reported changes and their use as updates for the SBR (84). Then the
results of these first years of use by the business respondents will be supported by relevant data and graphs that
show how companies interact with the BP, how many and which changes to the main features of the SBR they
report, and how their relationship with the BP has changed over time (85). Finally, particular attention will be
paid to the impact of the BP on updating the SBR since 2013, together with the activities carried out by the
SBR statisticians for introducing process innovations that substantially modifies the SBR updating methods
using statistical sources (86). As a matter of fact, in this six-years’ experience undeniable benefits were the
exchange of information among surveys and between them and the SBR, in this way making the SBR become
the physical and logical connector centre for the whole statistical system.

! The National Statistical System (SISTAN) is a network of National Statistical Authorities that provides official statistical
information. It was established by legislative decree No 322, 6! September 1989, (implementing art. 24 of the delegated
Act N0.400/1988), that set out principles and guidelines for the reorganisation of public statistics.




2. The Business Portal: the front-office and the back-office systems

For the Italian NSI the Business Portal project and the associated centralization of the Data Collection function
represented an essential step towards the new vision that replaced the pre-dominant model, generally referred to
as the “stovepipe model” — statistics produced in several parallel processes, domain by domain — with an
“integrated model”, in order to develop, produce and disseminate official statistics, based on both horizontal
and vertical integration. Actually the BP is a complex information system, which has been the “technological
driver” for encouraging organisational change towards this integrated model.

Following a step-wise approach, it was planned to first support the challenging process of integration and
standardization of the information held by each business survey along with SBR data, to see the statistical
production process as an integrated production chain, from the collection of basic data to dissemination of
statistics. The implementation program involved a thorough review of the “operating architecture” of the
business statistics in Istat and, above all, a close cooperation among the main Istat divisions involved (SBS,
STS and SBR directorates), because it became clear that, to implement the changes, it was really necessary to
ensure cooperation at all levels. Indeed, the required changes to be implemented were not only technical, but
also organizational. The integration was step by step introduced in the management culture as it required a
vision and consequently a multi-year strategic plan for setting up a flexible integrated statistical system. To
achieve the goal, to ensure the success and stability of the long-term programme, a high-level management
support was crucial.

The implementation of this new system has allowed a more complete sharing of data, reducing the cost and the
statistical burden on enterprises, simplifying the procedures by which businesses provide statistical information.
It has helped to streamline statistical data collection procedures, increasing the overall information potential of
business statistics and providing backward added value by establishing information flows back to businesses.

All this has been achieved thanks to innovative design and new features. As regards this complex architecture,
there is a front-office system for the direct relation to enterprises, with five basic functionalities: 1.
Authentication; 2. The Business Register home page; 3. The Status of Submission section; 4. Customized
information feedback for businesses; 5. (Integrated) Data Collection. Moreover there is a complex back-office
system with an integrated monitoring system for surveys and SBR data and the help-desk. Below, just a few
words to illustrate the complexity of the system, leaving to the next sections the description of the screen
reserved for SBR data in the back-office system.

With a single sign-on and single point of access, the BP has a strong authentication system, since it provides
certain confidential information relating to the businesses — like their own SBR data, the time series of the
survey responses or some customized information regarding businesses — and it also incorporates a system of
collecting statistical data. Besides there is a functionality to create “delegates” so that each person in charge
(the user “administrator” for the enterprise) can associate an appropriate contact, that is a different respondent,
to each questionnaire through a system of permits that restricts the navigation of the portal to the chosen survey
for the same enterprises. It may also occur that the person in charge is associated with more than one enterprise,
usually when she/he is the accountant or the bookkeeper. When connecting to the portal she/he will have to
select the unit to work with and the pair “user-enterprise” will be associated with a role (administrator, person
in charge, delegate). It is also possible to delegate outside the compilation and to centralize the requirements at
a single office or at a holding company of a group of companies.

Once the portal has authenticated its identity, the company is able to verify its status in relation to all statistical
obligations to which it is subject. The “Status of Submission" is the basic functionality that users expect from
a statistical portal, in order to have a single and comprehensive overview of their tasks in relation to all
statistical surveys in which they are currently involved, any pending reminders or any existing administrative
sanctions.



In addition to providing a single entry point for viewing their own business data, a further interesting use of the
portal is to provide businesses with personalized feedback of statistical information. This feature could make
the system more attractive to users and in this way could increase “user loyalty” to the institutional website.
The most relevant data provided are the economic indicators (production, turnover, exports, consumer and
business confidence climate indexes) and the structural indicators (productivity, profitability, labour cost and
cost competitiveness, investment intensity) as well as behaviour profiles. While respecting the confidentiality
constraints of statistical data, it is possible to provide the company with a picture of its economic position in
different borders, regions, economic sectors or size classes, providing a link with customised aggregated data
and with appropriate methods of benchmarking the company with respect to the main phenomena (market
orientation, economic and financial performance, etc.)?. This could be of great help for the analysis of the
company's positioning on the market. Such information will be provided by means of interactive graphs and
charts, mainly based on the use of web services having access to 1.Stat, the warehouse of statistics currently
produced by the Italian National Institute of Statistics, therefore they are strictly depending upon the already
existing data in the warehouse.

As far as the Integrated Data Collection is concerned, this can be considered the central functionality of the
system, but it is also the one that has been given the lowest priority in developing an innovative and truly
integrated system, as in the first years at a minimum cost it was possible to reuse the current software that each
survey use for web-based data collection, with minimal adjustments to work in a short time within the Portal.
The following step has been to develop a generalized software for the data collection via web, which in the
meantime has been tested and used for the new born surveys that have been added to the Portal in recent times.
From a technological point of view it is a single system for the implementation of electronic questionnaires,
called GX (Generalised Italian Data Collection System XML), a generalized system, designed and developed
entirely by internal Istat resources, based on XML technology, which guarantees compatibility with standards
such as SDMX and DDI. The use of a single software undoubtedly facilitates uniformity in terms of layout of
the questionnaires but leaves to the statisticians the problems relating to the harmonisation of contents or the
design of other aspects to be managed with the questionnaire. The new software ensures a clear separation
between survey questionnaire and application engine, a single authentication system, a “standard” graphical
interface to be chosen from a catalogue to meet the various needs of the surveys, an integrated data and
metadata structure, easily accessible using a metadata management system and a “multilingual” management. It
should be noted that the new data acquisition system allowed by the BP substantially modifies the approach
based on the single process, the survey, adopting one that focuses on the enterprise. This new model makes it
necessary to accelerate the process of rationalization and harmonization of survey questionnaires in order to
ensure consistency to the questionnaires design and the related features, to standardize the structure for defining
the concepts covered and to reduce the respondent burden due to the fact that the same enterprise may be
required to provide the same information several times in the different surveys.

The complex back-office system is the most important functionality from the point of view of the internal
statisticians, supports all the users participating in the survey network, both the survey managers and the BR
staff. It allows integrated, harmonised and centralised management of all survey phases for all production areas,
allowing shared access to information and data, acting on a role-based system of user profiles. It is a useful tool
to manage the information coming from the enterprises, with an access restricted to Istat internal users and as
an help-desk for contact centre, since it is linked to the Centralized Contact Centre (CC) for inbound and
outbound services®. For the monitoring operations, it is possible to search for an enterprise by name or

2 For example, monitoring of the company's export performance with respect to significant groups of companies operating
in the same segment, like the top performing companies, companies more performing than the average, companies less
performing than the average, or companies in difficulty of growth.

3 From 2016 the outsourcing of the help desk activity is entrusted to a specialized company in CC services in order to
centralize support and assistance services addressed to the units involved in the surveys (inbound) and of telephone alert
and reminders addressed to non-respondent units, with a supported access to data capturing systems (outbound). The



identification code and obtain information on the surveys in which it is involved and on the progress of sending
questionnaires. It is possible to consult a list of interviewers and persons in charge of providing various types of
information within the company. For all the necessary operations requested by the survey managers, it is
possible to select a particular survey and to know the status of each questionnaire (completed, not completed, in
the process of being filled in, in draft, rejected questionnaire, business cessation) and to have a wide range of
in-depth reports, for example by NUTS or by economic activity, which could be easily downloaded. Even the
monitoring at interviewer level is available. In addition, it also contains a suitable tool for reminders. Since
2018, a new strategy has been developed for the adoption of personalised reminders and a lot of attention has
been paid to the preparation of personalised texts. The main results were the significant increase in medium
response rates and the reduction of the data collection periods.

3. The front-office system: the Business Register Form

By entering the BP, the enterprises can access their statistical data stored in the Business Register. The “SBR
home page” displays the main variables, such as the identification and contact variables (company name,
address, legal form, insolvency and bankruptcy procedures) and the structural and demographic variables (main
economic activity, status of activity and events). It is important to underline that, if a company carries out
several economic activities, only the main activity is indicated in the SBR form, the one that contributes most to
the value added of the unit.

For reasons of transparency of the operations carried out to update the register — but also to make it clear how
conceptually different the statistical information contained in the BP and the SBR are from the administrative
information — some additional information regarding the SBR updating have been provided, such as the method
and the process through which the value for that character was assigned (administrative source, estimation
process, corrected by check, profiling activity, etc.), the reference date of each value displayed and the date in
which the update process was carried out.

All characters may be subject to change over time, but for the main economic activity the change is more
relevant as it has important implications for the dissemination of historical series of structural business data and
even for the presence of a unit within the scope of a survey. Surely there may be changes over time either due
to seasonal factors or management decisions to change the output pattern; in this case, the company may
request its update in the Portal system. In any case, the economic activity code displayed by the company is the
last available economic activity code and the time reference data are more up-to-date than the reference year of
the last disseminated SBR frozen frame. Actually the list of enterprises displayed in the SBR form within the
BP corresponds to the SBR current frame (the so-called “running file” or “continuous SBR”).

As far as the technical aspects are concerned, this feature was easily developed, as it was only necessary to
create a link with the existing SBR information system and few changes to the current database. Every night, an
asynchronous update of the BP business information occurs, by means of a batch transmission of updated data
from the SBR to the BP.

As better described in 86, the SBR information system is updated daily by the SBR staff following various
monitoring operations of medium to large companies, not only following the warnings received by the BP but
also as a result of profiling activities of the main Enterprise Groups or in the quality control phase of the SBR

unigque and coordinated management of the service guarantees strong standardization not only within each specific
thematic sector but also among sectors, due to the increased transfer of the best practices from one sector to the other.
Main objective of both services is to facilitate the enterprises approach to the questionnaire, reducing the respondent
burden, and to remind statistical duties in order to maintain or increase the overall response rate.

Furthermore, for requests that are not solvable by FAQ, the CC use the “shared agenda”, a useful tool for managing and
sharing the received instances, which also ensures rigorous scheduling for formal and informal communications.



updating process. This operation results in the data being loaded from provisional tables supporting the
information entered by the SBR staff to the final tables in the SBR database, using procedures that also carry
out information check operations. One of these checks is whether the SBR information system contains new
character updates, new connection events or new units, since the date of the last BP update via the SBR
database. In this way, the appropriate new information is selected and can flow into the BP information system
on a daily basis (every evening at 8 p.m.).

Therefore, the BP is provided not only with updates made following notifications from the Portal, but also with
all those deriving from normal activities of updating the register or from extraordinary activities (e.g. as a result
of profiling activities of large business groups). The benefits of this operation are considerable, all surveys
benefit from updates made by others, with a view to a complete sharing of the available information.

It is the first time that the outside world may possibly look at the SBR micro-data, and it is evidently a risk —
even if a chance at the same time — when each enterprise has the possibility to deal with its own figures and can
interact with the SBR operators to possibly change them. For this reason, small steps have been taken to
increase over time the number of companies on the Portal, starting from the largest units, continuously
monitored in the SBR, in order to see the initial reactions of stakeholders and to use their feedback to make any
changes, to adjust the target.

When a company receives an information letter to participate in a survey, or when replying to a questionnaire,
or at any time for other reasons accesses the site, it is invited (not mandatory, of course, but optional) to verify
the accuracy and updating of the information and to send a notification if the data displayed are incorrect or
outdated. These are called “external notifications”. The same action may be taken by survey managers during
the review phase of questionnaires, for example when they become aware of important events in the life of a
company, not communicated by the company itself or communicated by other means than through the BP. This
information is important to share with all other surveys through their inclusion in the SBR. In this case, they are
called “internal notifications”.

A special back-office module, for which only the SBR staff is responsible, will take charge of this notification,
with the aim of analysing and verifying its correctness and then, after any validation, the new value will be
visible as soon as possible on the home page of the BR. This is a process of integrated management of
respondent notifications, the steps of which will be explained in detail in the next section, together with the
innovations that have been introduced in updating the SBR to take account of the implications of acquiring and
managing such updates from statistical sources.

4. The integrated management model of respondents’ notifications and the validation/updating process
in the SBR

Most of the updates of the SBR due to statistical sources, Structural Business Statistics (SBS) and Short-Term
Statistics (STS), are mainly obtained via Business Portal, simplifying not only the procedures by which
businesses provide statistical information, but also those collected by SBR experts. The BP has been designed
to further rationalize the framework of statistical information to be collected, allowing a more complete sharing
of data and minimizing costs for all economic statistics in Istat.

The integrated management model of respondents’ notifications includes phases and actions carried out by the
SBR staff, the users “Auditor”, monitored by the user “Supervisor”. Following an internal or an external
notification in the front-office, a warning to the back-office is activated. The request may involve changing one
or more of the variables displayed in the SBR form, indicating the new values and the date from which each
new value refers (the reference time is the month and year of the change). The system inserts a real instance
with a specific protocol that the experts of the SBR must analyse in all its characteristics; therefore for each



protocol, it can be required the change of one but also of more variables. Thus each notification (the whole
instance) may be composed by several signals (each changed character).

In short, as in figure 1, the management of notifications requires that an Auditor, connecting to the BP back-
office, takes charge of an internal or external notification entered in the SBR form through the front office of
the system. The reporting company receives the notification at the time of taking charge of the auditor.

Figure 1 — Management model of Business Portal Business Portal

notifications -
= Insert
W notification

Enterprise

By front-office
Take charge
of notification Asi@web

[enterprise)
> Instanceopening
ESE:I\.'::E:(:E?;SJ \L Acceptance
4 L 4 >
W —-> Insert reason x —> Change data
Check validation Auditor of refusal Auditor
V

l

— notification
. Updating BRform in the '-I ;S Data

Close

Portal database
exchange

After taking over the notification, the auditor has to decide whether to reject or accept the requested changes. In
the first case, always through the BP back-office, the auditor must enter the status of refusal in the instance and
also the reasons for the refusal, while in case of acceptance, he must enter the changes directly into the SBR
information system, through the proper Asi@web software, the web application to browse and update the SBR
relational database. The new data will then be acquired by the BP through the batch procedure of data transfer
between the SBR relational database and the BP database, scheduled each night. After the closure of the
instance, the system will send automatically a note by mail to the user as a feedback, if the user is a survey
responsible, or it will display a note in the SBR form if the report comes from an enterprise. In both cases,
together with reasons for not acceptance, the metadata will also be displayed, like the source of the information
and the date of last update. It is important to underline that in case of refusal the system provides standard
reasons, which the auditor can select from a drop-down menu without having to write them, and these are
different depending on the reference variable.

As regards the opening of the investigation, the assessment of the accuracy of the information follows a
standard practice for verification, which usually begins with the consultation of certain sources of information
made available as a result of agreements and arrangements with other bodies, usually administrative sources
available online. The attribution of the main economic activity follows its own practice and is, in general, one
of the most complex operations during the manual SBR updating, as it is often difficult to obtain information
on the distribution of the value added between the various activities carried out by the unit; this is why
alternative criteria such as the value of sales or turnover or the number of employees employed in the various
economic activities of the unit are often used. They can be used thanks to the availability of the financial
statements, consulting in particular the explanatory notes and the report on operations.

In the back-office there are many features that facilitate the work of the SBR staff, however the use of an
appropriate efficient organizational model was crucial. Initially it was the supervisor's task to open the portal
daily and allocate the notifications received knowing the workloads of the auditors. Currently it is possible to
search for notifications using proper filters. It is possible to enter and search for a company, by name or SBR
identification code, and obtain information on the surveys in which it is involved and on the progress of the
sending of questionnaires, also being able to consult the list of interviewers and persons responsible for



providing information of various types within the company. This function allows auditors to check whether
there have been more than one notification on the same unit over time, and also provides information on the
variable concerned (the related signals). Carrying out this upstream check is very important in order to reduce
possible inconsistencies with the answers already given in the closed notifications, which could have a negative
impact, especially on the larger and more complex enterprises.

In the past, this activity has been carried out in an unstructured manner and without a uniform procedure for
processing updates. Since the BP became fully operational, a specific group of experts has been created to
manage the statistical updating procedure, within the Directorate for Business Statistics - and in particular
within the division Statistical registers on economic units, as a direct consequence of the modernisation process
that took place in 2016 in Istat. Before the group was formalised, several operational steps had been carried out,
including the creation of a specific task force with members from different divisions. This group also included
staff from outside the Directorate for Economic Statistics, to ensure that the statistical information received was
as complete as possible; for this reason, SBR experts have long been engaged in intensive on-the-job training.
Despite considerable efforts, this activity has not produced the expected results. It is not easy for those who are
not involved in the aspects of business structure as necessary for the SBR, to acquire full operational autonomy
in the steps to be followed in the process of updating the database. Currently this group employs 15 resources
with different percentages of activity, 13 within the Directorate for Business Statistics and 2 within the
Directorate for Data Collection. All work in collaboration with the Directorate for information and
communication technologies, which has developed the technological infrastructure of the BP according to the
characteristics provided by the various thematic areas.

At the operational level, the activity is organised in such a way that each SBR expert is fully autonomous in the
processing of notifications, follows all the necessary steps from taking charge to the final closure of the request
and becomes directly responsible for the final result. An important aspect is that the name of the expert who
analysed the request is directly visible from the back-office, so as to make the process of updating completely
transparent to the SBR users, the SBS and STS survey managers. In addition, the supervisor, who is at the same
time the head of the working group, carries out daily upstream monitoring of the closed requests. The main
purpose of the monitoring activity is also to minimize inconsistencies between requests for changes inserted at
different times in the BP by the same company on the same variable. In addition, the experts can use a specific
section of the “shared agenda” dedicated to them for managing and sharing the received instances, where the
enterprises can communicate and ask for all necessary clarifications to the thematic experts. The management
of this mailbox is assigned to a qualified SBR expert, whose main job has been to explain that information is
collected for statistical purposes and thus the statistical definitions of the characters may differ from those that
companies declare in the administrative registers, such as the tax register or the archive of the Chamber of
Commerce.

Over time, the Portal functions have been significantly improved from a technological point of view. At the
beginning, the main lack for SBR auditors was the possibility to select, with a specific feature of the back-
office, the notifications relating to the most important units, so as to be able to work them before the less
important or urgent ones. As the number of requests increased, there was a risk of underestimating the most
important changes, since the time criterion was the only one followed in the back-office, i.e. the most recent
reports were processed first. For this reason, an important innovation, currently fully working, has been the
implementation of a statistical indicator, as a result of an algorithm able to give a weight to the internal and
external notifications in order to establish a hierarchy between them and make the process more fluid. This
additional and quantitative indicator is calculated daily after synchronizing the BP with the online updates
entered in the SBR and it is therefore visible in the back-office system. Several elements are taken into account
in the calculation:

— type of survey: SBS is given more weight than STS;



— survey phase: the calculation includes a variable useful for measuring the survey phases (launch,
conduction, reminder) so as to give priority to those in the reminder phase;

— sanctionability: it is very important that the notifications relating to the sanctionable units are treated first,
regardless of the variables involved,

— type of notification: the ones relating to identification variables (company name, address, legal form) are
considered less important than notifications relating to structural and stratification variables. Definitely
demographic events, such as merger, takeover, break-up or split-off, need to be analysed in a timely
manner to ensure that the SBR and the BP are updated in real time;

— number of surveys in which the unit is involved;

— date of inclusion of the notification in the BP: requests should not be delayed for a long time in the system.

The implementation of the indicator in the back office was a very important innovation and today internal and
external users can obtain a very detailed set of information from the system.

The greatest benefit of this system is the sharing of information, both among the survey managers and between
them and the SBR. When each SBR auditor completes the work and closes an internal notification, the results
are communicated not only to those survey responsible who introduced it into the system, but also to all other
involved survey managers. It is clear that the BP has allowed full integration between economic statistics,
which has also resulted in a significant improvement in the quality of the SBR. In detail, two aspects have
benefited most: first, the timeliness of the update, which has been improved by reducing the processing time of
notifications. In this way, the SBR current frame is increasingly in line with the needs of STS surveys.
Secondly, the completeness of the information in the SBR is now ensured by the significant reduction of
duplication in the notifications. All these factors have also had an impact on the organisation of the work of the
experts responsible for updating the SBR.

5. The first six years in the use of the Business Portal by the business respondents

The new lItalian Business Portal entered the testing phase in June 2013 and has been online and fully
operational ever since. One of the initial objectives was to evaluate the new management procedures and
functions in a real context, with a targeted sample of enterprises from three representative business statistics
surveys, each with different particularities. In detail, these were 21,439 enterprises, involved in the monthly
Survey on industrial production (IPI), in the Short-term survey on turnover and orders in industry (FATT) and
Survey on information and communication technologies in enterprises (ICT). Gradually other surveys and
companies were maintained, as shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2 - Active enterprises involved in surveys in the Business Portal by size (2013 - mid 2019)
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In the following year 2014 the involvement of small enterprises increased: in particular the Small and medium
enterprise survey - SME (including professional and artistic activities) and all the short-term monthly surveys
of the output prices of services entered the BP system; with the entry of new surveys, the involvement of
enterprises has increased over the years and stabilised in 2016. This year represents “the year of stability” when
all companies are in the BP system and all surveys use it. In 2018, the Survey on the production of
manufactured goods (PRODCOM) expanded the sample base to include small businesses; in the same year, the
Intra-flows survey (RFI) and the International Sourcing survey also entered in the BP. Today, with the entry of
the Permanent Census of enterprises, 354,145 companies use this system to respond to the expected statistical
requirements, out of which 89.6% small, 8.2% medium and 2.2% large enterprises. Nowadays the tool is fully
implemented.

With regard to the measure of ‘enterprise size’ used for the analysis and shown in the above figure, the
enterprises have been stratified both by employment and turnover, in order to take into account the potential
differences in the statistical burden and their behaviour as respondents, possibly caused by these factors. After
few tests to find a good partitioning of the enterprises in the least number of homogeneous strata, for the
construction of the variable “size of the enterprise”, both the number of employees and turnover were taken into
account at the same time, thus giving rise to three classes, as showed in Table 1 and in Figure 3.
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Figure 4. Active enterprises by number of surveys and by size (year 2018)
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the company: respectively, 44% and 43% of

30.00 1 sl medium and large enterprises are involved in 3-5
40.00 - Medium | SUrveys and even almost 38% of large en_terprises
30,00 Large have to respond to more than 5 surveys (Figure 4).
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communicating them on the Portal system, allows sharing with all potential stakeholders.

Figure 5 - Internal and external notifications by year of transmission (2013 - mid 2019)

Over time, the number of
notifications received by businesses
has increased, with a total of
54,460* notifications, 72.6% of
which from outside (Figure 5).
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2000 .
-"'" . . . 1 | in recent years, perhaps due to a
0 —g— . .
2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2018 more targeted use of the information

received - to be shared with other
statistical domains - learned over time. The greatest contribution of the total 14,921 internal notifications is
given by the referents of the short-term surveys (about 94%), which, due to the nature of their surveys, are
found more frequently to update the characteristics of the enterprises, usually monthly (only 6% of the
notifications come from structural surveys). Users of structural surveys can therefore benefit from the
notifications made by participants in short-term surveys, which by their nature are able to capture changes or
new information earlier.

The number of notifications received reaches peak points when new units enter the system. As shown in Figure
6, in May 2014 about 1,500 companies with more than 500 employees entered the system with all the surveys
in which they are involved. During 2015, the Business Portal also included the Monthly Survey of Productive
Prices of Industrial Products Sold Abroad (PPI_ND), the Small and medium enterprise survey — SME, the
Survey on the production of manufactured goods (PRODCOM) and the Survey on enterprise accounting system
(SCI), which were completed in 2016; also in the same year, the Community innovation survey (CIS) and the
Quarterly services turnover survey (FAS) were merged into the system, and in 2017 the Survey of Producer
Prices of Industrial Products - Foreign Market and Internal Market was also added.

4 The number refers to the notifications on the Business Portal system as of 30" May 2019
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Figure 6 - Internal and external notifications received during the reference period 2013-2019
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The number of notifications increases immediately after the sending of the information letter inviting to
cooperate in the survey and concerns the most active and well-organized companies, then there is a peak nearby
the reminders and a maximum peak close to the end of the survey. The same trend is constantly repeated over
the years. Definitely the phenomenon is not perceived in short-term surveys which, being monthly or quarterly,
are continuously involved. For the structural surveys, however, this is the cycle in which the typical enterprise
usually responds to the standard survey.

6. The new SBR updating process using statistical sources

The SBR is largely the result of a complex process of integrating data from administrative sources, but while
these sources are the primary information basis for the setting up of the SBR, they are not in themselves
sufficient for a definitive estimation of the characteristics of all its units. This is due to a variety of reasons,
which make it essential to carry out continuous maintenance and updating of the SBR itself. There are
limitations in the use of administrative sources for statistical purposes, including first of all the time lag
between the date on which the sources are usable and the SBR reference year. Failure to receive sources
promptly leads to a loss of information that must be resolved in another way. Therefore, the use of statistical
sources is used, through which it is possible to update in real time at least a part, the most relevant part, of the
units contained in the running file, the historical register, a relational database containing the historical
information of all the companies disseminated since 1996, including any structural changes that these units
have undergone over time as a result of changes in identification characters or location, or economic activity, or
the occurrence of demographic events such as mergers or demergers.

In general, while the process of integrating administrative data is sufficient for the annual updating of small
units — which make up about 90 percent of the companies in the SBR — for the most relevant units, monitoring
by experienced auditors is essential. The data relating to large companies are of significant importance for the
construction of structural indicators and therefore need to be monitored and updated with particular attention.
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The main economic activity, the average number of employees and the administrative headquarters, which are
fundamental characteristics of the statistical unit ‘enterprise’, cannot be updated exclusively by automatic
assignment methods but require manual checks by auditors with extensive experience and sensitivity in
evaluating them. For this reason, online updates are considered qualitatively superior to any other type of
update, as they are the result of constant monitoring by the auditor who, comparing information from different
sources, identifies the correct value of the variables to be attributed to each statistical unit. Generally, these are
mainly large units in terms of employees, which are often part of an enterprise group; this is the case, for
example, of companies with more than 500 employees, where 95% of the employees belong to groups.

The continuous updating of the “current SBR” using statistical sources is therefore the result of different
processes involving the auditors throughout the year. During a generic year T+2 the characters of some
companies “relevant for users” are updated, with reference to years T and T+1. More rarely, information is also
made available for year T+2. Relevance is defined by the size of the enterprise, in terms of employment and/or
turnover, or because it is of particular importance for the purposes of a specific survey or because it belongs to
particular economic activity sectors.

The inputs for the update activity can come from both SBR internal and external sources. Among the inputs
received from internal sources there is first of all the profiling activity and the updating of the Enterprise
Groups Register; during this activity, the auditor analyses the legal, operational and accounting structure of an
enterprise group, identifies the statistical units, checks the correct perimeter of the group, the nationality of the
top management, and determines the prevailing economic activity and any ancillary units.

The updating inputs from outside the SBR include the information acquired through the exchange of data with
the main structural and short-term statistical surveys. In the past, this exchange took place in an unstructured
way, using different ways of contact between the survey managers and the SBR staff, such as sending e-mails,
faxes or direct telephone contacts, but the whole thing was left to the initiative of the individual researcher and
his good will. The information collected in specific sections of the survey questionnaires was transmitted from
the business surveys to the SBR manager. Each questionnaire included the so-called “short-form”, mostly pre-
filled with data from the SBR itself, including the company name, address, legal form, telephone number, a
brief description of the economic activity, the starting and ending dates of the activity. The persons in charge of
each survey only sent to the SBR any changes communicated by the unit interviewed, thus providing a signal,
in advance of the timing of the administrative sources, of the occurrence of events that change the life of the
company and that entail substantial changes in the state, size or activity carried out.

Today, most of the updates are acquired through the sharing of information collected by the Istat Business
Portal. This system has profoundly changed the methods of updating the SBR from statistical sources, mainly
regarding the treatment of the most relevant units. For these units, continuous monitoring by experienced
auditors is absolutely necessary and constitutes the core on which the updating of the SBR is based. However,
the exchange of information among Istat statistical domains is a process that is still only partially standardized,
in terms of phases and times, necessary in order to: allow the SBR to be updated as fully and promptly as
possible; allow the surveys supervisors to have lists updated on an infra-annual basis for their own business and
structural surveys; guarantee the sharing, within the Istat survey system, of the personal and structural
information of enterprises, whatever their origin, in advance of the annual release of the SBR. The main users
have increasingly expressed the need to have the most updated data and for this reason the running file
maintenance activity has become increasingly central.

The new approach has changed significantly the SBR updating process, with a number of benefits, first of all
the improved quality of the register in terms of timeliness and completeness of information. As already
mentioned, following a notification, an official application is activated, identified by a specific protocol, which
a register auditor takes over and verifies. Each notifications is composed by signals, one for each changed
character. Once the analysis has been completed, the outcome of the control procedure is used to update the
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SBR, it is visible also for the company itself and provides elements to distinguish the cases of closure of the
application for acceptance of the change reported, from those of refusal; in these cases the information is
completed with a specific reason.

Figure 7 - Total (internal and
16,792 external) signals by variable
(2013 - mid 2019)
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8,264 to a different variable, are
6,537 a total of 77,314.
5,860 Considering together all
5855 the signals collected to
date from 2013, the
distribution of the main
characteristics considered in the SBR screen is shown in Figure 7, where it can be seen that the changes in the
identification variables, like company name and address, make up the highest percentage (respectively 16.3%
and 21.7%), but also the demographic changes (8.5%), changes in activity status (13.1%) and changes in the
main economic activity (14.7 %) constitute a significant percentage of the total signals received®.
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Looking at the way in which the signals are examined and processed by the SBR staff, the trend over time of
the outcome of the processing shows first of all that there is always a percentage of unnecessary work done by
the auditors to examine warnings of changes, that actually have already been acquired in other ways and
already entered into the information system of the SBR. This is the red line on the left side of Figure 8, which
represents the 20% share of the so-called “already worked” results.

Figure 8 - External signals by result of processing: total and economic activity signals (2014 - mid 2019)
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In addition, more than 60% of the signals are accepted each year and between 10% and 20% are refused.
Economic activity signals have a similar trend but less constant in the first years, 2014 and 2015, when the
“refused” results were almost 30% (Figure 8, right size).

In 2018, the objective of aligning the processing of the signals received with the date of their inclusion was
achieved; for this reason, it was considered interesting to focus on the signals processed during the year, used
for the set-up of the frozen frame with reference year 2017. In particular 12,188 notifications were received in
the reference year, almost 80% coming from outside; these notifications involved 15,871 signals (77.2%

5 It should be noted that 8,264 signals concern the certified mail that is not a Business Register variable and all related
notifications are entirely managed by the Data Collection colleagues. For this reason the variable has been excluded from
the following analyses to assess the actual impact of the Business Portal on updating the Business Register.
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coming from small units) and 9,585 enterprises. These companies that had access and sent a notification
represent 4.3% of the companies involved in at least one survey in 2018 (221,004 enterprises); taking into
account their number by size, 76.8% are small units, quite 16% are medium and 7.2% are large companies.

The variables analysed have been put together into three groups, as shown in Table 3:

+ identification and contact variables, which take account of changes in company name, headquarters
address, legal form, insolvency and bankruptcy procedures;

« structural and demographic variables, which take account of status signals and structural events;

* main economic activity.

Table 3 — Signals received during 2018 by result of processing and size (absolute values and percentage compositions)

ALREADY ALREADY
SIZE ACCEPTED REFUSED WORKED TOTAL ACCEPTED REFUSED WORKED TOTAL
Identification and contact variables Identification and contact variables
small 4504 987 1667 7158 small 62,9 13,8 23,3 100,0
Medium 1061 151 282 1454 medium 71,0 10,1 18,9 100,0
Large 421 96 103 620 large 67,9 15,5 16,6 100,0
Total 5986 1234 2052 9272  Total 64,6 13,3 22,1 100,0
Structural/demographic variables Structural/demographic variables
Small 1791 864 598 3253 small 55,1 26,6 18,4 100,0
Medium 333 115 115 563 medium 59,1 20,4 20,4 100,0
Large 283 63 80 426 large 66,4 14,8 18,8 100,0
Total 2407 1042 793 4242 Total 56,7 24,6 18,7 100,0
Main economic activity Main economic activity
Small 1144 306 388 1838 small 62,2 16,6 21,1 100,0
Medium 197 94 28 379  medium 52,0 24,8 23,2 100,0
Large 69 38 33 140 large 49,3 27,1 23,6 100,0
Total 1410 438 509 2357  Total 59,8 18,6 21,6 100,0

In general, the percentages of accepted signals are very good (62%); accepted signals from structural and
demographic variables account for almost 57% of this type of reporting. This percentage constitutes a
considerable advantage for the SBR, allowing it to follow, well in advance of administrative sources, the
evolution of the structure of large enterprises over time consistent with the dispatch of the main economic
surveys.

In 21% of cases, the signals have already been worked. This percentage represents an additional workload as
the new indicated values were already included in the SBR: the highest percentage is for main economic
activity variable, especially in large companies (23.6%), as they are monitored much more than other
companies due to other activities such as profiling.

The share of total refused signals is 17%. In detail, 24.6% of signals for structural and demographic variables
were refused (the highest percentage for small and medium sized enterprises, 26.6%): demographic events
often have a time lag problem, as the reports refer to different periods. With regard to status of activity signals,
they are quite at all declarations of inactivity for refusal to respond to surveys, while in reality the enterprise has
bankruptcy procedures but is still active because it has employment and/or turnover; moreover, there is no deed
of cessation in the Chambers of Commerce. With reference to the identification and contact variables, refused
signals in reality hide events of spin-off and merger: in almost all cases, the enterprise indicates the company
name and headquarters address of the acquiring company; sometimes, moreover, the address of legal office is
indicated instead of the headquarters one. The highest percentage of refused signals about the main economic
activity are from large enterprises (27%). Reports of changes in economic activity highlight a problem
immediately encountered within the back-office activities, which consists in the difficulty for companies to



understand the definitions and concepts valid from a statistical point of view. This critical situation is
accentuated by the main economic activity, for which many reports derive from the fact that enterprises see it as
important to ensure uniformity between the NACE code in the Chamber of Commerce, that is valid for
administrative purposes, and that present in the SBR, which has instead a statistical meaning. The units
recorded in administrative systems are usually defined to meet administrative and legal objectives which can be
different from those needed for economic statistics, so compromise between conceptual truth and common
sense may be necessary.

In order to show the impact of the BP on updating the SBR since 2013, together with the activities carried out
for introducing process innovations that substantially modifies the SBR updating methods using statistical
sources, we focus our attention on the main economic activity assessing process for the reference year 2017.

Table 4 — Active enterprises in the SBR by type of updating process to assess the main economic activity (reference year
2017, three years notifications)

Admin sources reporting a change
I of le‘:conom!::: aclt' g't : Admin sources
i ivi
Presence of ENTs in BP Process y confirm the T-1 TOTAL
Change NOT Change . -
economic activity
accepted accepted
E i in BP i
nterprises in r.eporflr?g a Manual online updating 3,602 2,723 6,325
change of economic activity
Enterprises in BP confirming Manual online updating 1,637 1,699 3,336
the T-1 economic activity Automatic process 25,591 25,868 585,544 637,003
X . Manual online updating 716 797 1,513
Enterprises outside the BP .
Automatic process 14,897 197,120 3,611,419 3,823,436
Total 46,439 222,992 4,202,182 4,471,613

Notifications received from 2016 onwards are taken into account to update the reference year 2017, to consider
the stability rules that are usually applied in the process of updating the main economic activity (Table 4).

The 4,471,613 active enterprises contained in the SBR 2017 can be considered as belonging to three subsets,
depending on their presence on the BP and their behaviour in reporting a change of the SBR data. Almost 86%
are outside the BP system (the pink lines), while more than 14% are involved in at least one survey, of which
6,325 report a change in the last three years (the yellow lines) and 640,339 do not send any report, thus
confirming the activity recorded in the SBR (the light blue lines).

As regards the main economic activity updating process, the enterprises outside the BP are mainly updated
using administrative sources, which confirm mainly the same T-1 activity code (94%) and in very few cases
(0.4%) are involved in automatic check procedures that do not make the change of code accepted. Always
belonging to the subset of units outside the BP, 1,513 companies are updated online by the SBR auditors, most
likely as a result of profiling activities.

In the other two subsets the impact of BP in the SBR update process is to be sought. As can be seen from the
integrated management model of respondents’ notifications, when the enterprise reports a notification, the
validation process starts regardless of the value estimated using the administrative sources (whether there is a
change or not) and always ends with a manual online update of the value in the SBR. In all cases (6,325) the
economic activity code is examined online and assessed by the SBR expert staff, and the large relevant units
accounted for 32% of these total online inspections. Perhaps not all of these companies would have been under
observation if there had not been a notification from the BP, probably at least some of the 2,723 companies
would not have been under observation since the related administrative sources confirm their activity.

As regards enterprises in the BP confirming the T-1 economic activity, in any case some of them are under
manual inspection, specifically 3,336 enterprises, updated online usually for profiling activity or to solve some
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inconsistencies detected by the check procedures of the SBR updating process. In the remaining part, 8% has a
variation in the economic activity estimated by administrative sources. While in the past the change would have
been acquired directly, thanks to the “confirmation” information of the BP, now the change communicated by
the administrative sources is not accepted in more than half of the cases (25.591). These are the cases in which
the company has accessed the web portal in the period in question and has looked at its data in the SBR screen,
thus having the opportunity to confirm / change it. Certainly the operation of non-acceptance of the code is
carried out only if it is a very small company.

Initially, the BP entailed an additional workload for the analysis of the notifications, the size of which then
stabilised over time. In addition, online manual checks on economic activities have decreased and now account
for 0.25% of active enterprises, all of which are large companies, compared to around 0.6% in the previous
decade.

7. Conclusions

The use of statistical sources for SBR has become increasingly important over time, including the exchange of
data with the main SBS and STS surveys conducted in Istat. In the past, this exchange has been carried out in
an unstructured way, using different ways of contact between survey managers and the register. Today, all
updates are acquired through the sharing of information collected by the Business Portal and disseminated
through the SBR, which acts as a collector and a spreader.

The new approach of centralized data collection has produced a series of benefits, first of all the renewed
process of conducting surveys. First, there are overall effects on data collection periods, with an average
reduction of 37.2 calendar days in business structural surveys. In addition there is a general increase of
response rates in quite all business surveys after the data collection centralization and the opening of the BP
(Figure 9).

Figure 9 - Average response rates of the main SBS and STS surveys before and after centralized data collection
Centralised data
collection had a
positive effect on
reducing the total
survey error (TSE),
both in terms of
observation and non-
observation  errors.
For example for the
main SBS surveys an
increase of response
rates has occurred
(+24.2% in the last
edition of Inward Fats
survey; +28.0% in the Monthly survey on retail sales (MRS); +11.6 in Prodcom survey; +11.0% in the Small
and Medium business survey — SME-SBS; +15.1 in the Community innovation Survey — CIS).
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Collecting information in advance with respect to the past through the opening of the BP has involved an
improved quality of the SBR in terms of timeliness and completeness of information. Nowadays, the BP is the
only access point for the acquisition and return of statistical information directly from enterprises involved in
all SBS and STS surveys. The full sharing of information is ensured not only between the surveys and the SBR
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but also among the business surveys themselves. Through this single point of communication the duplication of
warnings and requests for changes of the SBR variables is avoided, as survey managers can access to updated
data at any time. For this reason, the central role of the SBR and its use as a potential tool to harmonise all
business surveys has been strongly reinforced. This process has been even more enhanced by the attempt to
harmonize all survey questionnaires in terms of variables and definitions for a further standardization of the
statistical language that is still ongoing. An important benefit has been the significant decrease of the
enterprises respondent burden; this was possible thanks to innovative design and architecture of the system and
to important process innovations.

In addition to the evident benefits, there are also a number of problematic issues that need to be monitored and
which, if not properly assessed, could lead to increased operational costs. For example, centralisation certainly
leads to fragmentation of processes and complicates relations.

With the increase in the number of companies accessing the portal, i.e. all companies involved in at least one
Istat survey, there is a risk that the number of external requests will increase significantly and therefore the
current priority criterion may no longer be sustainable. This could lead to an increase in the workload for the
SBR resources currently employed in this activity and, as a consequence, to an increase in the number of
notifications that remain unprocessed in the back-office system.

References

BELLINI G., CECCONI N., DE GAETANO L., MONETTI F., PAPA P., RANALDI R. (2018), Centralizing

data collection zwp/eweﬁtatzm z‘/ye Istat experience, Workshop on Statlstlcal data Collection, Ginevra.
https://www.unece.org/fileadmin /DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/ge.58/2018 /mtg7/DC2018 SO Papa etal Italy AD.pdf

BELLINI G., MONETTI F., PAPA P. (2018), The impact of a centralized data collection approach on response rates of
economic surveys and data quality: the Istat experience, Q2018, European conference on quality in official
statistics, Krakdv.

https://www.q2018.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Q2018 abstract book.pdf

CONSALVI M., FAZIO N. (2012), The Business Portal, 23" Meeting of the Wiesbaden Group on Business
Registers - International Roundtable on Business Survey Frames, Washington.

European Union (2009), Communication from the Commission to the Enropean Parliament and the Council on the
production method of EU statistics: a vision for the next decade, (COM (2009) 404, 8 August 2009).

Eurostat (2010), Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council on the production
method of EU statistics — joint strategy paper, 5 Meeting of the European Statistical System Committee,
Luxembourg 20™ May 2010 (ESSC 2010/05/6/EN)

European Union (2009), Regulation (EC) No 223/2009 of the European Patliament and of the
Council, of 11 March 2009, on European statistics, Official Journal of the European Union No L 87,
31.3.2009, p. 164 — 173.

Radermacher W, A. Baigorri, D. Delcambre, W. Kloek, H. Linden (2010), Temmninology relating to the
Implementation of the 1 ision on the Production Method of EU Statistics, Eurostat 2010.

FAz10 N., MURGIA M., NUNNARI A. (2013), The Business Statistical Portal: a new way of organizing and
managing data collection process for business surveys in Istat, Proceedings of the UNECE Seminar on Data
Collection, Ginevra. https://www.unece.org/stats/documents/2013.09.coll.html

MACCHIA S (2015), Ammonizzazione dei questionari delle indagini sulle, Istat Working Paper, n2/2015.
https:/ /www4.istat.it/it/files/2015/03/IWP -2 -2015.pdf

17


https://www.unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/stats/documents/ece/ces/ge.58/2018/mtg7/DC2018_S0_Papa_etal_Italy_AD.pdf
https://www.q2018.pl/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Q2018_abstract_book.pdf
https://www.unece.org/stats/documents/2013.09.coll.html
https://www4.istat.it/it/files/2015/03/IWP_-2_-2015.pdf

