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Abstract 

The technological development applied to statistical data collection processes, 

that has taken place in recent years, and the increasing availability of 

alternative statistical sources, notably administrative and so-called “sensor”,  

is leading to a profound revision of the role of direct surveys, also in the context 

of Official Statistics. 

The objective of this article, based on the experiences in progress in ISTAT 

(Italian National Statistical Institute) is to evaluate the status of the transition 

towards a more modern, efficient and sustainable way of conducting direct 

surveys, in a set of specific areas, providing examples and targeted analysis. 

This analysis will help to build a general framework towards which the 

collection of Official Statistics data will converge in the next years. 

In the above mentioned framework the analysis will mainly involve three 

converging macro areas: a) individuation of efficient management set-up of 

data collection processes; b) application of innovative techniques in the data 

collection of traditional direct surveys; c) aspects related to the availability of 

new alternative sources to those currently used in the production of official 

statistics. 
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1. Introduction 

The opportunities offered by the application of new technologies to the field implementation 

of direct surveys, that has taken place in recent years and the increasing availability of 

alternative statistical sources mainly in the form of administrative archives, and other sources 

not directly produced for statistical purposes is leading to a profound revision of the role of 

direct surveys, also in the context of Official Statistics. 

At the same time, various trends have emerged in the social and economic contexts of many 

countries which tend to reduce the participation of the statistical units involved in the surveys, 

recording average decreasing response rates. The awareness of the increasingly less 

sustainable statistical burden that official statistical surveys exercise on respondents has also 

developed, showing the growing need to reduce it. 

2. Investigated areas 

The effects of all these trends led to the development of new strategies in the management of 

data collection in Official Statistical processes, summarized in the following thematic areas: 

2.1. Data collection processes management set-up 

The first step consists of adopting management solutions that allow greater control over the 

data collection processes conducted in the context of Official Statistics. An example in this 

regard is the adoption of an integrated and centralized data collection approach. This solution 

involves greater efficiency of data collection procedures and control on total direct survey 

quality. A second step concerns the development of generalized survey management systems, 

as much as possible oriented towards integration and rationalization that allow making all the 

activities required to the various actors involved in the survey data collection processes more 

coordinated and efficient. The adoption of multi-technical approaches in order to provide 

tools that adapt to the different types of users involved in the surveys and their structural 

characteristics (age and cultural level for individuals and size and sector for companies) is 

also very important. 

2.2. Application of advanced techonologies for data collection purposes 

Technical development allows the application of advanced technologies to direct survey data 

collection according to an approach that can be defined as "smart". At the same time in the 

last years several National Statistical Institutes have started designing “Portals” for data 

collection. Development of data collection Portals aimed at optimizing relations with 

respondents and providing specific services aimed at rationalizing and simplifying the 

statistical requirements. These portals are particularly effective to encourage the development 

of the CAWI technique which allows respondents to fulfill the statistical requirements by 
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filling in web questionnaires. Portals also involve the development of a series of user-oriented 

facilities aimed at simplifying the task required of the respondent (e.g. centralized inbound 

and outbound Contact Center services). ISTAT (Italian National Statistical Institute) 

implemented a portal for data collection to all companies involved in economic surveys 

starting from 2015 (Portale Statistico delle imprese). It involved the exploitation of the 

CAWI technique, reducing the costs for the remuneration of esternal companies used for the 

management of CATI and CAPI techniques. A single portal is currently being designed for 

the units involved in all direct surveys. A theme on which Istat is also investing is that of the 

use of artificial intelligence to manage some repetitive phases of the data collection process, 

e.g. automated sorting requests for assistance coming from the units involved in the surveys 

to the correct recipients and automatic response to repetitive questions coming from 

respondents. 

2.3. Use of alternative sources for statistical purposes 

The development of alternative sources mainly consists of administrative data that can be 

used for statistical purposes. In this regard, ISTAT has launched two parallel initiatives: the 

first consists in the design of an integrated system of registers, based mainly on administrative 

sources, in order to support and complement the direct survey-based data collection. The 

second initiative concerns the use of administrative archives for the specific needs of specific 

direct surveys. All this requires the development of synergies between entities producing 

official statistics or owners of administrative sources used for statistical purposes. In addition 

to administrative sources, other data sources can be used which are already available for 

different purposes: e.g. big data and sensor data. In this regard, Istat is planning specific 

techniques for retrieving information from these data sources. 

3. Conclusions 

The main trends in the field of data collection for Official Statistics, which involves 

management, technical and contextual aspects imply a radical revision of the role of direct 

surveys. In fact the role of direct surveys tends more and more to be limited to sectors and 

situations where alternative sources are not available or to measurement of distortions of the 

alternative sources themselves. In this perspective, the direct surveys must become smaller 

and more targeted and qualitative, and the need to produce instruments aimed at measuring 

and controlling the Total Survey Error (TSE) which includes both the sample and non-sample 

components of the statistical error still remains a topic of great interest. In the above 

mentioned framework the objective of this article, based on the experiences in progress in 

ISTAT, is to evaluate the progress of the transition in each of the identified areas, providing 

examples and targeted analysis. This analysis will help build a general framework towards 

which the collection of Official Statistics data will converge in the next years. The transition 
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also tends to meet two basic requirements for Official Statistics of the future, that is reducing 

costs, with a view to promoting the social sustainability of official statistical systems. 
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