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I. Introduction  
 
1. Validation in the ESS faces a number of problems mainly derived to the production process 
which is carried out in two separated steps. 
The production of statistics in the ESS is shared between Member States and Eurostat. In general, data 
collection, processing and possible first stages of further compilation takes place in the Member States. 
Data is subsequently transmitted to Eurostat and also to other international organisations according to an 
agreed format and contents.  
When collecting data from ESS members, Eurostat checks and validates the received data before further 
dissemination and further processing like the calculation of European aggregates. This process involves 
substantial resources. 
 
2. At the end of 2010, Eurostat started the Vision Infrastructure Project (VIP) on Validation.  
This project aims to yield efficiency gains in the production chain from Member States to Eurostat 
through improvements in the validation process. 
 
 
3. The project investigates different approaches to achieve these efficiency gains, namely: 
 

(a) By implementing validation solutions that can be used by the different production chains both in 
Members States and Eurostat 

(b) By rebalancing  the validation tasks, moving them to earlier steps of the chain  
(c) By having policy decisions and guidelines on the roles of the different actors in the validation 

chain 
 
 
4. The solution proposed lies on four different layers: 
 

(a) A better standard documentation of the overall data validation  
(b) An agreed and standard description of checking rules, guaranteeing a minimum data quality level 
(c) The availability of common software solutions, to be included in an appropriate IS/IT distributed 

architecture 
(d) A clear and agreed attribution of responsibility in the validation process, according to efficiency 

principles (as a general rule: "the sooner, the better") 
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II. Current situation 
 
A. Problem statement 
 
5. Validation in the European Statistical System (ESS) faces a number of problems mainly derived 
to the production process which is carried out in two separated steps. The data disseminated by Eurostat 
are the result of joint production by the ESS normally involving a variety of partners. Data collection, 
processing and possible first stages of further compilation are done by Member States, another round of 
processing and final dissemination at European level are in the hands of Eurostat.  
 
6. The specific problems are listed below: 
 

(a) Validation process: two steps 
 

7. Traditionally, the validation step is subdivided into two substeps: one is performed on Member 
States' side before data transmission and one on Eurostat's side before data dissemination. Past experience 
shows that the data which Member States transmit to Eurostat often are not fit for dissemination.  
 
8. In many instances Eurostat and MSs perform similar validation checks ("double-work"), in other 
cases essential basic quality checks are performed by neither the MSs nor Eurostat ("zero-work"), 
because of lack of coordination. 

 
(b) Lack of harmonisation (documentation, coordination, formalisation) 

 
9. Validation procedures performed by Eurostat (and in the MSs) are not harmonised and 
systematically documented. 
 
10. Validation rules are not always documented and formally agreed with the corresponding 
Working Group.  
Even when documented, validation rules are described using specific languages developed by individual 
process managers independently from each other, instead of using a common harmonised syntax.  
 
11. The lack of coordination and the non-formalisation of the validation process produce a very 
inefficient validation process. 
 

(c) No harmonisation of software solutions 
 

12. The validation solutions used in different production domains are not harmonised.  
While some standard building blocks have been developed by the Eurostat Directorate in charge of 
Corporate statistical and IT services, their degree of integration in production systems is still partial. 
Many ad-hoc validation solutions (stand-alone or integrated) are still running in production environments. 
 
13. The number of solutions supported by the Eurostat Directorate in charge of Corporate statistical 
and IT services does not fully favour streamlining of production processes and their convergence towards 
an agreed standard distributed IS infrastructure. This situation limits the possibility to reduce IT 
development and maintenance costs in Eurostat, slows down the integration of common validation 
solutions by MSs and, as a consequence, postpones the perspectives of a possible future large-scale 
reduction of IT development and maintenance costs at ESS level. 
 

(d) Compliance monitoring: subjective assessment of data quality 
 

14. The transmission of not fully validated data raises also an issue of non-compliance. Indeed, legal 
acts prescribe at least implicitly that data sent to Eurostat have to have the adequate quality.  
Today standard compliance monitoring is limited to verifying data completeness and punctuality, while 
the data quality assessment is less structured and it is left to the subjective interpretation of each statistical 
domain manager in Eurostat.  
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15. These issues require an elaboration of a comprehensive solution, which calls for a portfolio of 
actions with a long time span. 
 
 

III. Proposed solutions 
 
16. The solution proposed lies on four different layers. 
 
A. A better standard documentation of the overall data validation procedure 
  
17. A better and standard documentation of the validation process should be part of a more general 
documentation of the complete production process. This is necessary for the Eurostat business units to 
keep the control of key steps of the production process and create the necessary conditions for a smooth 
transition from a traditional to an industrial production model.  
 
B. An agreed and standard description of checking rules, guaranteeing a minimum 
data quality level 
 
18. The standard description of checking rules using a common language (syntax) will ease 
communication and cooperation both within Eurostat and between Eurostat and the MSs, between 
different communities (business, methodology and IT). This should increase the efficiency of the 
production process. 
 
19. Common guidelines for the selection of the validation rules will facilitate a harmonised 
implementation of the concept of "minimum data quality standard". This should have a direct positive 
impact on the quality of the published results. 
 
C. The availability of common software solutions 
 
20. The use of common standard IT validation solutions and associated services should enable the 
automation of procedures and reduce IT development and maintenance costs both within Eurostat and at 
ESS level.  
 
D. A clear and agreed attribution of responsibility in the validation process 
 
21. The overall production chain will be re-organised by attributing the validation tasks to the level 
where they can be performed in the most efficient way ("the sooner, the better") and minimising the 
number of data validation interventions (steps).  
 
22. This will increase awareness and sense of responsibility about the importance of data quality and 
should reduce the current validation iterations ("the validation ping pong"), will avoid duplication of 
efforts ("double work") and will reduce the risk of uncontrolled dissemination of sub-standard quality 
results ("zero-work").  
 
 
 

IV. Action Plan 
 
A. Process description with focus on validation steps 
 

(a) A systematic standard description of the data validation as part of the statistical production 
processes should be favoured in Eurostat (all business units). 
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23. In this respect, the VIP on Validation  is trying to develop a standard template (including 
guidelines and possibly good examples) with the help of methodological experts. 
 
24. The implementation by Eurostat business units (on a voluntary basis) should be eased by the 
active and concrete cooperation of the Eurostat quality and metadata experts, including a "help desk" 
function. This should also help in the identification of good practices.  

 
(b) A systematic standard description of validation rules using a common syntax should be 

favoured in Eurostat (all business units). 
 

25. In this respect, the VIP on Validation is trying to develop a common syntax to express validation 
rules with the help of methodological experts. 
 
26. The results of this work should be then formalised in cooperation with Eurostat methodological 
and IT experts. 
 
27. The implementation by Eurostat business units, in cooperation with the respective Working 
Groups should be facilitated by the development of a specific IT Building Block (a Graphic User 
Interface) for which the VIP on Validation general approach will develop the user requirements and 
functional specifications. 
 

B. Review validation policy with Member States 
 
28. Eurostat will propose a gradual introduction of a structured and objective measurement 
of "data quality", based on an "agreed set of checking rules" which embodies the concept of 
"minimum data quality standard".  
 
29. The set of checking rules will have to be agreed at thematic Working Group (WG) level.  
 
30. Responsibility (MS vs Eurostat) for each validation rule will have to be agreed at WG 
level, based on efficiency considerations (the principle: "validation: the sooner the better"). 
Good practices from the discussion in WGs about the distribution of validation tasks will be 
shared. 
 
31. The set of validation rules is meant to be dynamic: it will be adapted over time based on 
experience and users' evolving needs (user priorities). 
 
32. The "calendar" of introduction of the new mechanism will be discussed and agreed by 
each thematic WG. The implementation of the action will be facilitated by the availability of 
IS/IT technical solutions for validation, including solutions for a standard description of 
validation rules (syntax and meta-language). 
 
33. The current work towards a formalisation of data and metadata exchange through the 
Single Entry Point (SEP) and the use of data and metadata standards such as SDMX (at least for 
macro data) should enable the transmission of the data in ways that permit to apply validation 
building blocks to their whole potential, enabling a full/larger scale automation.  
 
34. Indeed, after the promotion of standard data formats and data models such as SDMX, 
validation services could be integrated in the SEP services, to cover at least the simplest 
"validation levels", which could be therefore formalised. If this first experience is successful, 
Eurostat could continue by supporting the normative formalisation of additional validation 
levels.  
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C.  Integrate validation in compliance assessment procedures  
 
35. After the implementation of the concept of "minimum data quality standard" by the WG 
of a specific statistical production process, an objective measurement of "data quality" should be 
introduced in the compliance monitoring exercise, based on the set of validation rules formally 
agreed by the WG.  
36. The agreed measurement of "minimum data quality standard" could facilitate the 
reporting of validation problems in the statistical domains. 
 
37. The existence of an agreed set of validation rules will facilitate communication of 
compliance problems within the ESS at all the levels. 

 
D. Continue to improve the coherence of validation solutions within Eurostat 
 
38. The VIP on Validation is developing taxonomy of validation rules and will make 
proposals to develop standard descriptions (syntax / meta-language) for these rules. Good 
practices for the discussion in WGs about the distribution of validation tasks will be 
communicated. Current validation building blocks in use in Eurostat will be adapted to users' 
requirements. 
 
39. The experience of the VIP on Validation, through the methodological and IT-related 
deliverables, will pave the way for a better integration of business and the IT activities at 
Eurostat level. 
 

E. Ease validation in MSs by providing standard solutions to be shared within the ESS 
 
40. The integration of some steps of the validation process in MSs should be supported by 
the cooperation of business and IT functions to deploy a standardised validation language and by 
adapting the corresponding IT tools to be shared internally and to be offered to MS. 
In the longer term the corresponding Data Validation Service could be created. 
 
41. The solution should continue to evolve to integrate validation requirements related to 
confidential data and microdata. 
 

V. Main Expected Results 
 
42. The most important deliverables produced by the first phase of the project are: 
 

(a) A set of templates and guidelines for documenting in detail the validation steps of the statistical 
production processes 
 

(b) A comprehensive inventory of validation rules used within Eurostat 
 

(c) A methodological document including an exhaustive and detailed typology of 
validation rules with explanations on their use 
 

(d) A human understandable language for validation rules 
 

(e) A set of user requirements and functional specifications for adapting existing IT tools to the 
needs identified in the VIPV work 
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(f) A template for error/ warning messages and reporting to be 

automatically generated and sent to the appropriate actor (usually the data provider)  
 

(g) Structured guidelines on the procedures/ criteria that should be used for the 
selection of a set of validation rules that must be respected to ensure a defined 
minimum quality standard for the published results 
 

(h) A set of Guidelines to be used in the framework of the attribution of responsibility of validation 
activities in the whole production chain (MSs and Eurostat) 

 
 
 

 
 
 


