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1.
 Introduction

After a decade and a half of tight budgets, the last few years have been ones of significant growth and renewal at Statistics Canada. Program expansion and development is now occurring throughout the agency. There are major new household survey initiatives in the areas of health, education, travel and tourism, family spending patterns and labour markets. Canada’s System of National Accounts has been expanding in several directions, implementing the 1993 SNA standard, developing an annual system of provincial economic accounts and building satellite accounts for environmental assets and liabilities, tourism and the non-profit sector. As this paper will describe, the business statistics program is also progressing. 

The concerns of business respondents and end-users of enterprise statistics both have been changing in fundamental ways. There is far greater demand for statistical detail by region, industry, commodity and size group. Timeliness, always important, is becoming even more so. Users generally are pressing hard for better data about the new economic sectors – information and high-technology industries in particular – and they want facts and analysis with minimal delay. Governments seek better and more complete data for a variety of specific public policy purposes. Respondents are more concerned than ever about the form-filling burden. They are looking to Statistics Canada to rationalize survey questionnaires, shrink and rotate survey samples, use administrative data that are already available instead of surveys wherever possible, coordinate data collections with other government agencies, offer more flexible reporting options, and generally make a greater effort to hold down the burden it imposes on survey respondents.

This paper outlines Statistics Canada’s broad strategy for business statistics development in the years immediately ahead. Any good strategy must have two components: a definition of objectives and a plan of attack for achieving them. In the case at hand, the objectives relate closely to and build upon the substantial business statistics program already existing at Statistics Canada. As will be explained in section 2 of the paper, these goals involve expanding the range of information available, particularly in the provincial, industrial and commodity dimensions, and improving statistical quality in a number of ways. The plan of attack for pursuing these objectives, explained in section 3, entails making greater use of administrative data sources, launching a few new surveys and enhancing existing ones, fully adopting the North American Industrial Classification System and improving the integration of surveys.

2.
 Objectives of the Business Statistics Program

Statistics Canada’s business statistics program seeks to satisfy, as best it can with limited resources, a multitude of diverse objectives. The core business program collects production, labour, investment and financial information about individual Canadian businesses, grouping the information according to industrial, commodity, geographical, size and other categories. Data are most often collected by means of industry-specific survey questionnaires, although all-industry, activity-oriented questionnaires also play an important role. 

Statistics Canada’s enterprise statistics program is undergoing significant expansion and development at the present time and this is expected to continue for several years. Governments in particular have specified several major new statistical requirements, to which the agency is responding. The following sub-sections outline the principal areas where significant change is occurring. 

2.1  Provincial and territorial statistics

Canada is geographically large and its economy is widely dispersed. Different parts of the country have varying industrial structures and face diverse economic problems and policy issues. While the core program of Statistics Canada has always been primarily national in focus, there has been a growing need for greater statistical detail below the national level. The production of more detailed, annual, provincial and territorial statistics that are of approximately equal quality for each province and territory has become a principal objective of Statistics Canada.

Recently the agency has started to produce fully integrated annual economic accounts statistics for each of Canada’s thirteen provinces and territories. These statistics comprise income and expenditure accounts, value-added-by-industry accounts and input-output accounts, including inter-regional trade flow data. 

To support this system of provincial economic accounts, far greater regional statistical detail is required than was previously available. As will be outlined more fully elsewhere in this paper, administrative data are being utilized more intensively, existing surveys are being redesigned and new surveys are being initiated in order to provide the requisite regional information. 

2.2  Industrial structure and coverage

The industrial dimension is a critical one for enterprise statistics. By classifying individual business establishments to industry categories, the data are rendered more homogeneous and thereby more interpretable. Industrial classification is crucial for the production of input-output tables and for employment, capital, productivity, price and cost analyses. However, in Canada as elsewhere many new industries have come upon the scene over the past two decades and previously existing industries have been transformed in fundamental ways. The rapid growth of high technology industries and service industries is especially notable in this regard. It has been evident for some time that the industry categories we have been using are becoming more and more out of date. Accordingly, the development and implementation of a new industrial classification system is another key objective. 

In 1997 Statistics Canada began to move its various programs from the Standard Industrial Classification or SIC, dating from 1980 and containing some 860 distinct industry codes, to the North American Industrial Classification System, or NAICS, having some 920 codes. The new classification system, used in common by Mexico, the United States and Canada and developed in part to facilitate the North American Free Trade Agreement of 1992, has a supply-side orientation and is constructed in such a manner that economic units with similar production processes are classified to the same industry. NAICS incorporates a new information sector grouping industries that create and disseminate products subject to copyright, a professional, scientific and technical services sector comprising several industries not previously recognized, and an arts, entertainment and recreation sector that expands the degree of detail provided in these latter three areas. In addition, the manufacturing sector now includes a new computer and electronic product manufacturing sub-sector, bringing together industries that make computers, communications equipment, semiconductors and other like products including packaged software.

Putting the finishing touches on the new classification itself and converting the statistical system is proving to be a long and arduous process. While NAICS was formally adopted three years ago and its implementation has been under way since then, the process will continue for two or three more years before it is fully complete. The conversion involves recoding all units in the business register (the SIC-to-NAICS mapping entails 220 one-to-one, 260 many-to-one and 380 one-to-many industry conversions and currently there are about 2 million businesses on the register), redesigning survey samples, introducing new statistical programs for industries that did not previously exist or have been substantially transformed, redesigning the input-output tables and value-added-by-industry accounts, and linking new time series to the old ones and backcasting, at more aggregate levels, in order to provide users with a measure of continuity. 

There are several important industry data gaps to be filled, some of which are longstanding and others of which have arisen as new industries under NAICS. Among the industries where new statistical programs recently have been, are being or will be initiated are accounting and bookkeeping services; aquaculture; banking, insurance and investment dealers; computer services; construction; couriers and messengers; database, directory, newspaper, book, periodical and specialty publishers; employment services; food services and drinking places; geomatics; legal services; management, scientific and technical consulting services; non-store retailing; on-line information services; real estate rental, leasing and property management; real estate agents, brokers and appraisers; specialized design services; taxis and limousines; telecommunications; testing laboratories; translation services; and wholesale agents and brokers. 

Completing the change-over to NAICS and producing statistics for these data-gap industries is a key priority for Statistics Canada.

2.3  Commodity statistics

The requirement for good commodity statistics, evident for a long time in agriculture and manufacturing, has spread to other industries over the past decade. Businesses themselves, particularly in the retail sector but also in wholesaling, manufacturing and many services industries, have urged Statistics Canada to collect and publish regular commodity statistics that can be used in market share analyses. Governments too have found a use for such information in the analysis and forecasting of excise tax revenues. These data have always been needed in the SNA, for the input-output tables and also for expenditure deflation purposes, although until recently little regular commodity information was produced other than for manufacturing, agriculture and international trade.

Three years ago Statistics Canada initiated a new sub-annual survey of retail store sales by commodity group. Commodity sales estimates are produced on a quarterly basis for the entire retail trade industry and monthly commodity statistics are produced for a subset of the large retailers in certain key sectors, notably department stores, supermarkets and auto dealers. Sales are recorded according to a specially designed commodity classification with about 120 categories. The United Nations Central Product Classification, or CPC, is not used, in part because it was deemed unsuitable by the retailers, who found the “physical property” criterion that underlies the CPC inappropriate for their purposes. To keep response burden within manageable limits, the survey asks for a commodity breakdown of sales at the national level only. Total sales are collected for each province and territory via the monthly Retail Trade Survey. For the multi-provincial retailers, the assumption is made that provincial and territorial commodity distributions are approximately the same as the national one within each individual retail company. 

Information is also being collected on the commodity composition of non-store retail sales (vending machine operators and other types of direct selling establishments), starting with reference year 1999. The commodity classification in this case is very similar to the one used for retail store sales.

New survey information is being collected for commodity wholesale trade and for service commodities. In the former case, a biennial supplement to the annual wholesale trade survey asks for the distribution of transactions by commodity and by province and territory, and in the case of transactions outside Canada, by United States or other country of origin of purchases and destination of sales. These data are important for purposes of estimating interprovincial trade flows. As with the retail survey, a specially designed commodity classification is utilized, this one having approximately 110 categories of goods. In the case of service commodities, information is being collected on new and existing service industry annual surveys using a classification very similar to the CPC.

The annual survey vehicle for manufacturing industries has collected commodity inputs and outputs for many years. These data are one of the most important ingredients for building the input-output accounts. This year and next, the manufacturing survey is being redesigned to bring it in line with NAICS and to integrate it more fully with the business register and the rest of the unified enterprise survey system (discussed further below). The commodity classification for manufacturing is consistent with the very detailed Harmonized System (HS) that is used for international merchandise trade. Since reference year 1996, the manufacturing survey has had a destination of shipments component as well, chiefly for use in estimating interprovincial trade flows. 

The Standard Classification of Transported Goods (SCTG), an HS-based commodity classification jointly developed by Canada and the United States and used for purposes of multimodal transportation freight statistics, has been under development over the past several years. This classification was recently put into effect for the rail statistics program and will soon be implemented for marine and trucking statistics. Previously, Statistics Canada used three distinct classifications of goods in its rail, marine and trucking surveys, a practice that was a major impediment to the integration of statistics on the transportation of goods. The SCTG has also been adopted in the United States and was first used by the United States Bureau of the Census for the 1997 Commodity Flows Survey, thereby making US-Canada transported commodity statistics more internationally compatible and comparable.
Completing the development of these still relatively new commodity surveys and classifications, and stabilizing them, are important objectives for the years immediately ahead. Statistics Canada also hopes to see further progress in the international effort to reach consensus on an improved Central Product Classification. 

2.4  Some other important objectives

Upgrading the enterprise statistics program with respect to its provincial, industrial and commodity dimensions is the central theme of Statistics Canada’s strategic plan. But there are a number of additional priorities that do not fit neatly under these headings. Five particularly important ones are outlined here.

Electronic commerce is an important and relatively new phenomenon, in Canada as in other countries. The ongoing explosion of activity in this field is creating a big demand for up-to-date information. Statistics Canada initiated a special economy-wide survey in late 1999 that is designed to collect information about involvement in electronic commerce by all types of Canadian businesses. Results are to be released in the spring of 2000. The survey includes questions about the extent of use of personal computers and associated networks, the Internet, Intranets and Extranets, e-mail, web sites, electronic funds transfer and electronic data interchange. It asks for information on volumes and characteristics of sales and purchases over the Internet, and about the costs of building and maintaining web sites. A year from now a supplementary questionnaire on e‑commerce may be included with some of the wholesale, retail, services and manufacturing surveys to collect additional facts on this dynamic new area of the economy.

There has also been considerable demand for better information about conditions and behaviour within the workplace. An all-industries “Workplace and Employee Survey” (WES) has been developed and tested over the past five years that collects information both from businesses and directly from a sample of their employees. The workplace part of the survey asks businesses about employment, vacancies, hiring and separations, human resource practices, compensation, work organization, training, industrial relations, business strategy, organizational change, technology, innovation and business performance. From the employee, the survey collects information about education, occupation, collective bargaining, tenure, demographic characteristics, technology use, job training, work arrangements, and personal and family support programs. The initial sample was drawn for 1999 and covers about 6,400 business locations and 20,000 employees. The survey will follow business locations for at least five years and employees for two years. When they are ready, the panel data will be used in a wide variety of research projects. One particularly important use will be in constructing a quarterly labour cost index and this is targeted for initial release in early 2002. 

The government has also asked Statistics Canada to develop new information on the debt and equity financing of small and medium size enterprises, firms in knowledge-based industries and aboriginal businesses. Both supply- and demand-side surveys are in the works. The former will collect data from banks, credit unions, investment and securities dealers and other suppliers of debt and equity financing. Data will be sought on the number of financing applications and authorizations; financing amounts; loan losses; types, terms and purposes of financing; and key characteristics of businesses that are requesting financing. The demand-side survey will investigate the adequacy, perceived and actual, of access to capital. It is expected that both surveys will begin to yield results around the middle of 2001.

In December 1997 Canada made commitments at the United Nations climate change summit in Kyoto, Japan to enhance energy efficiency in the economy, to develop and promote increased use of renewable forms of energy and to reduce, by the year 2012, annual greenhouse gas emissions to 6% below the 1990 level. As a result of these undertakings, the government recently asked Statistics Canada to produce additional information on energy production, sales and usage, by industry and by province, so progress toward these goals can be more closely monitored. Detailed energy supply and disposition tables have been produced for many years, supported by a number of business surveys that collect information about the industrial consumption of energy throughout the economy, and production and sales of refined petroleum, diesel fuel oil, ethanol blended gasoline, propane, natural gas, butane, ethane, electricity and other conventional and emerging energy sources. Over the next several years these surveys will be substantially upgraded by adding questions, increasing sample size and improving methodology. A key end-result of this work will be the preparation of annual greenhouse gas emission estimates by province and industry that are integrated with the provincial input-output accounts.

Finally, Statistics Canada is also launching a new survey of motor vehicle usage. The Canadian Vehicle Survey covers household, business and government use and its universe is the set of all currently registered on-road vehicles other than trailers, motorcycles, all-terrain vehicles, snow plows, graders and farm tractors. Provincial and territorial vehicle registration files are the source for the sampling frame and the survey is being conducted by computer-assisted telephone interviewing. The interviewer collects general information about the vehicle and its usage. A fairly detailed log-book for recording all trips in the vehicle over a seven day period is sent to the registered owners of all the sampled vehicles, including those who could not be reached by CATI. Initial data from the survey and the integrated registration file will be available this year and the information will permit analyses on a wide variety of issues such as traffic by time of day and by season of the year, vehicle usage by age and sex of driver, travel by type of road, and the age, weight and other characteristics of the vehicle stock by province.

3.
 Means of Producing Better Business Statistics

The strategic objectives just reviewed are summarized in the following list:

· Improving the detail, comprehensiveness and quality of Canada’s provincial and territorial economic statistics;

· Updating, extending and refining the industrial coverage of enterprise statistics within the framework of the North American Industrial Classification System;

· Developing new and improved sources of information on and classifications of the commodities demanded, supplied and shipped inter-regionally by businesses; and

· Fulfilling a number of more specific objectives, notably in the areas of electronic commerce, workplace-employee characteristics and relationships, small business finance, energy and greenhouse gas emission statistics, and motor vehicle travel.

To pursue these goals, Statistics Canada has devised a strategy that involves exploiting administrative data sources much more aggressively than in the past, redesigning and enhancing existing surveys and, where necessary, starting new surveys. Central to this strategy is the belief that the most effective road to improved statistical quality and minimum reporting burden lies through greater unification, harmonization and integration of statistical programs. 

3.1  Exploitation of administrative data sources

In Canada, as in other countries, there is a marked trend toward greater use of administrative data both as a supplement and as an alternative to direct business surveys. While the use of administrative data entails very significant problems and risks, it offers a number of potential benefits with respect to keeping response burden down, improving some aspects of statistical quality and expanding industrial, regional and size-of-business detail.

Customs data and business income, payroll and excise tax records are critically important administrative data sources in most countries. Statistics Canada has legal access to these records for statistical purposes, but in the past their use was rather limited in some cases, because of high costs and lengthy delays involved in doing so. The tax collection authorities have kept their records on paper and have found it difficult and expensive to convert to modern electronic formats. Practically speaking, this has meant the records could not be used to their full potential. An additional problem has been that there was no standard layout for business financial statements supplied with annual income tax reports. Statisticians wishing to use them had first to transcribe the records into a standard format before they could be captured to a digital storage medium and further processed. However, the past few years have seen the beginnings of a changeover to electronic tax record-keeping with improved standardization. There are some exciting opportunities to improve business statistics.

Over the past three years the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency (CCRA), Canada’s tax collection department, has been redesigning the corporate income tax system to make it fully electronic. The redesign is expected to be completed by the end of year 2000, by which time all corporations will be required to file their annual tax returns electronically. Among its various features, the new system introduces a standardized approach to the preparation of income statements and balance sheets, known as the General Index of Financial Information (GIFI), that is well-supported by commercial accounting and business tax preparation software. Statistics Canada soon will have access to a timely annual census of corporate financial statements and associated income tax records. Moreover, CCRA plans to implement a similar electronic tax-filing system for the unincorporated business sector after the corporate income tax redesign is complete.

This rich new administrative data source will be used to produce far more detailed statistics on enterprise sales, expenses, profits and value-added, both by region and by industry, than has ever been possible previously. To use these data effectively though, the individual records must be assigned industrial codes and their business operating structures well understood. This is accomplished by linking them to corresponding records on the Business Register, where such information is available. In association with this use of the register, Statistics Canada is presently investing heavily in improvements to the linkage, coding and profiling information it contains. Taking full advantage of the GIFI also requires new infrastructure to edit and manage the large flow of data involved, plus some new approaches to statistical sampling and estimation. For some industries, such as personal services, tax data alone are now being used to produce statistics without the benefit of any survey. In others, such as construction and the taxicab and limousine industry, surveys are conducted biennially or triennially and tax-data-based estimates are produced for the years in between. Annual business surveys also use tax data to cover the smallest enterprises (the aim is to avoid sending questionnaires to small businesses) and to increase the power of survey samples. 

Aside from the GIFI, Statistics Canada is also putting greater emphasis on the utilization of sub-annual sales tax administrative records from Canada’s Goods and Services Tax, for purposes of estimating expenditures on new residential housing, retail sales, restaurant sales and manufacturing shipments. Personal income tax deduction-at-source records are also being used intensively to generate monthly estimates of employment and labour income by industry and province. Motor vehicle registration files maintained by the provincial and territorial governments serve as the sampling frame for the new Canadian Vehicle Survey, as noted in section 2.4 above. Customs records have been used for a great many years and continue to be used to produce estimates of merchandise exports and imports. Tax records pertaining to research and development tax credits are proving useful in tracking business R&D activity. The fuller exploitation of these and other administrative data sources is a key strategic priority.

3.2  Blending survey information with administrative records

Enterprise income tax records offer the potential to produce comprehensive annual estimates of key financial variables separately for each industry within each province and territory. Quite obviously though, they are not a panacea for all statistical problems. Administrative records do not contain all the information we would like them to, they do not directly cover the statistical units we would like them to, and they are not as ‘clean’ as we would like them to be. The challenge therefore is to use such records effectively in combination with business survey vehicles.

The available administrative records in Canada yield very little information about commodity inputs and outputs. They also tell us little about sales by class of customer (for example, sales of business services to nonresident as opposed to resident enterprises), innovation, pollution abatement and environmental protection activity, the pricing of goods and services, and labour market characteristics. For these and many other purposes, survey vehicles are needed. What the administrative records do provide, though, is detailed data on assets, liabilities, revenues and expenses for virtually all business enterprises. 

A particularly important limitation on the effective use of administrative records is the fact that the unit to which the data apply usually does not correspond to the business unit the statistician wishes to observe. Tax records normally apply to legal entities – incorporated or unincorporated companies, joint ventures or partnerships – whereas the statistician usually wants information about statistical enterprises and establishments, the units to which industrial classification codes are assigned. 

In Canada, well over 99% of all enterprises operate in just one industry and province, and have only one legal entity. For these, there is no real issue since the legal entity, the enterprise and the target statistical unit are identical. However, while multi-province, multi-industry and multi-legal-entity enterprises are few in number (just a few thousand exist), they account for roughly half of all business sector output. For these latter businesses, referred to in Canada as ‘complex’ enterprises, the administrative records have limited value since they do not, in general, facilitate data segmentation by region and industry. The tax records offer information about the enterprise as a whole – after all the financial statements from multi-legal-entity enterprises have been consolidated – but not about its separate establishments, which may be in different industries and/or provinces. For these complex businesses especially, survey information is essential. 

To deal with this problem and some other related ones, Statistics Canada is putting extra focus on the few large enterprises that are complex. These enterprises almost always fall into the ‘take all’ stratum when survey samples are drawn. About 100 of the largest among them now have been assigned dedicated ‘key provider managers’ (KPMs) and this number will grow over the next few years. It is the KPM’s job to work out customized, ‘enterprise-centric’ collection arrangements with each enterprise, and also to review and assess the internal coherence of the full set of data Statistics Canada receives from them (which may well be collected through quite a large number of distinct surveys and administrative data sources). The KPM program, in existence for only three years, has already yielded many tangible payoffs for both annual and sub-annual business surveys. Additional staff have also been engaged to monitor the organizational profiles of the large and complex enterprises and keep them up-to-date. This profiling activity too is expected to expand further in the next few years. And while cases of survey nonresponse are uncommon among these big enterprises, additional resources are being allocated to follow up when problems of that nature do occur. Collecting complete and coherent data from the largest, most complex enterprises is one more key priority for the business statistics program.

3.3  Unifying enterprise surveys

In late 1996 Statistics Canada launched a major project to unify the various enterprise surveys it conducts. This effort is ongoing. The project encompasses initiatives in a number of areas to improve statistical quality and better integrate business surveys.

3.3.1  Questionnaires

There are about 400 unique questionnaires being sent out by Statistics Canada to business units each year. They are associated with some 225 different surveys, of which about 40% are annual, 40% are sub-annual and the remaining 20% are less frequent than annual (including one-time-only surveys). The average length of a questionnaire is 7.5 letter-size pages, although the annual survey questionnaires are often longer and the sub-annual ones are shorter. Approximately 60% of the surveys are targeted to business establishments, or in a few instances locations, while the remaining 40% are targeted to statistical enterprises or companies. The questionnaire content varies widely, but questions about the income statement, balance sheet, employment and capital expenditures are the most prevalent. 

Statistics Canada is stepping up its efforts to harmonize and integrate these questionnaires. The process involves reviewing and revising them to reduce duplication of questions (duplication vis-à-vis the information available on administrative records as well as that on other surveys), to improve consistency of terminology and definitions, and to promote a common ‘look and feel’ in electronic as well as paper format. The broad goal is to bring about, one day, a situation where a large enterprise looking at the full set of questionnaires it receives from Statistics Canada – and some currently receive hundreds of forms each year – will see a coherent and reasonable package showing minimal overlap with other government administrative forms.  

The full realization of this objective is proving difficult and will take many years. Changing any individual questionnaire entails significant downstream costs as procedures, systems and databases must be modified, and this applies to the businesses filling in the forms as well as to the statistical agency that sends them out. Statistics Canada has established a new ‘Unified Enterprise Survey’ (UES) and is gradually moving individual surveys into this framework. UES questionnaires, based on a core ‘model questionnaire’ and conceptual structure, are managed centrally and produced uniformly in paper and electronic formats. The model questionnaire includes basic financial, production and class of customer questions that are standardized with the aid of a common ‘Chart of Accounts’. It is adjusted and augmented to meet industry-specific requirements and, in some instances, respondent-specific characteristics. The plan is to bring all business questionnaires into this unified framework over the next several years. 

3.3.2
 Business register

For the past fifteen years or so, Statistics Canada has been pursuing the goal of basing all of its enterprise surveys on a single, centrally managed, business register. Progress toward this objective brings many tangible benefits in terms of improved efficiency in updating survey frames, greater consistency and reduced double-counting in the treatment of individual businesses across multiple statistical programs, and better management of respondent burden. The full realization of this aim of ‘one and only one business survey frame’ is taking more time and effort than was at first envisaged, although some giant steps forward are now being made. UES industry-based surveys covering aquaculture, mining, construction, banking and many of the services industries have been moved onto the register in the past few years, as have two large economy-wide surveys, one of capital expenditures by establishments and the other of corporate finance by enterprises. Work is now under way to bring the annual surveys of retail chain stores and manufacturing on board as well. Still on the horizon are the surveys of transportation, agriculture, balance of payments and the public sector.

3.3.3 Sample design

As mentioned earlier, Statistics Canada now aims to produce economic statistics that are of roughly equal quality overall for each province and territory. Accomplishing this goal requires a much greater degree of coordination of survey design than previously has been the case. For surveys that are conducted within the ambit of the UES, a single survey universe snapshot is taken of the business register in November of the reference year, to be used for the entire UES sample selection. A second, updated snapshot is taken the following year, after the survey data have been collected, and is used to post-stratify the sample for estimation purposes. UES sample sizes and structures are determined so as to yield relative sampling variances that are roughly equal by province at the all-industries level. These surveys are also designed to use administrative data comprehensively and consistently. A network sampling approach has been adopted for complex enterprises, whereby if one establishment is included in the sample then all the other establishments of that enterprise are also included. This method greatly facilitates the allocation process (more on this below) and intra-enterprise data coherence analysis. For the 2000 reference year, the UES will cover industries accounting for approximately 67% of the total business sector and as this percentage increases, this integrated approach to survey design is expected to yield more and more benefits. 

3.3.4  Collection and capture

Data collection and capture have been centralized processes within Statistics Canada for more than a decade. However, a variety of different systems have been used for the purpose and until recently, no standard electronic reporting option was available. 

A year-and-a-half ago the agency embarked on a project to standardize collection systems around the BLAISE software developed by Statistics Netherlands. The system facilitates enterprise-centric survey collection and follow-up, and Statistics Canada intends to enhance it to facilitate the use of ‘individualized’ survey questionnaires.

A new system of electronic UES questionnaires has also been devised. Respondents have the option to complete the forms electronically and submit them encrypted, over the Internet, as an alternative to the traditional paper forms. Uptake has been minimal to date, in part because the associated on-line ‘download’ is quite large. Specialized electronic data reporting options have also been developed for certain other surveys, notably the monthly survey of large retailers. Electronic reporting is expected to be a more favoured option as technologies improve and experience accumulates.

Greater effort is being made to ensure good communications with business respondents. New documentation has been prepared explaining how and why mandatory surveys are conducted and respondent confidentiality is guaranteed. Closer attention is now paid to the comments received back from respondents. Better pre-contact and follow-up procedures are being implemented. The next few years will see the extension of these projects to cover additional business surveys.

3.3.5  Edit and imputation

A new UES edit and imputation system has been under development for the past two years. It became fully operational this spring. The system includes (i) a pre-processor with sixteen generic functions designed to identify inconsistencies or imbalances in the reported data and to differentiate between missing non-zero data and unreported zero values, (ii) a multi-purpose edit and imputation processor built on top of Statistics Canada’s existing Generalized Edit and Imputation System (GEIS), and (iii) a post-processor with nine more generic functions designed to force consistency or balance in the final record. The imputation module implements alternative imputation estimators including the historical trend approach and the donor method using corporate income tax data to select nearest neighbours based on industry, geography and size of establishment. There are about 35 unique questionnaires associated with the 1998 reference year edition of the UES and the raw survey data collected by means of these questionnaires are now being processed with this new system. The edit and imputation functions applied for each particular questionnaire are specified using a common ‘language’, or meta-data approach, and then fed into the system in batch mode. 

This common edit and imputation system is replacing a variety of different systems, which followed different historical evolutionary paths, and it is bringing greater consistency and efficiency to the process. In future, these tools will be used to edit and impute the tax record files as well. The new system keeps detailed information logs about which records failed which edits and what corrective actions were taken. This information can be used in after-the-fact analyses to determine where over- or under-editing is being done and to make appropriate adjustments the following year. Another goal for the future is to give the edit and imputation systems an ‘enterprise centric’ capability – enabling establishment variables to be edited and imputed in a manner that exploits enterprise-level information and maintains intra-enterprise data coherence.

At the same time, new edit and imputation procedures are being developed for the Quarterly Financial Survey, the Annual Survey of Manufacturing and the annual corporate income tax data file. The new manufacturing commodity data E&I system uses the United States Bureau of the Census ‘STEPS’ software. Eventually these edit and imputation systems will converge with the UES common system, although the nature and pace of that convergence remains to be worked out. 

3.3.6 Allocation

As noted in section 3.2, a relatively small number of large and complex enterprises account for about half of all Canadian business activity. These enterprises have multiple establishments spread through multiple industries and/or provinces. Identifying the separate contributions of these enterprises to each industry in each province is a major challenge, especially now that high priority has been assigned to the preparation of accurate and detailed provincial statistics. The key to this challenge lies in the methods that are used to allocate enterprise-level data to industry-province establishment groupings. 

Ideally, each complex enterprise would furnish full details about each of its establishments. This would permit a given enterprise to be broken down into distinct industry-province pieces that could then be aggregated with other establishments in the same industry and province. However, it is not possible to obtain full details in this manner for all of the complex enterprises. Instead, it is often necessary to obtain data at the enterprise level, or some intermediate ‘collection entity’ level between the enterprise and the establishment, and then allocate them in some approximate way to the establishment level. There are three distinct kinds of allocations.

The first arises when enterprises willingly supply enterprise-level information, or information for groupings of establishments, but are reluctant to provide very detailed facts about their operations on an individual establishment basis. Some of the largest enterprises have hundreds or even thousands of establishments, so it is understandable when they are disinclined to fill out a 10-20 page questionnaire for each one of them. In such cases, Statistics Canada settles for enterprise-level data (or preferably, more detailed information aggregated to the provincial level) accompanied by a few establishment allocators, such as revenue, wages and salaries, and employment. An “allocation worksheet” questionnaire has been developed to collect this information.

The second kind of allocation pertains to ancillary establishments, such as enterprise head offices, warehouses and transportation units. Such establishments serve other establishments of the enterprise exclusively, or at least primarily, and their transactions are not at arm’s length. Indeed there may be no explicit financial flows between the ancillary units and the other establishments they serve. For example, a corporate head office may supply most of the accounting, legal and marketing services of the enterprise centrally without charging the associated expenses back against the producing establishments. In the UES, detailed expense data are collected from the ancillary units of the enterprise. Revenues equal to these expenses, plus a share of enterprise-level profits, are then imputed to the ancillary unit with corresponding expense imputations to the other establishments of the enterprise.

Finally, a third form of allocation applies to administrative data. Information obtained from corporate income tax forms, payroll deduction and sales tax records, and some other sources are first consolidated to the enterprise level (which, of course, is only necessary in those few cases where the enterprise has more than one legal entity). These enterprise data must then be allocated to industry-province establishment groupings, just as in the first kind of allocation. In some instances it is possible to associate individual legal entities with individual industry-province establishment groupings, but this is much more the exception than the rule. In general, the enterprise-level administrative data must be allocated down using information from the aforementioned “allocation worksheet” questionnaire or, if that is not available, using structural information stored in the business register. 

The methods and procedures of enterprise-to-establishment (and collection-entity-to-establishment) allocation are taking on much greater importance today than was the case just a few years ago. The processes implemented for the UES are still fairly crude and their refinement is an important task on the agenda for the next few years. 

3.3.7 Calendarization

Financial data are generally collected from businesses in whatever format is most convenient to them. In most cases, this means the data are reported for the same fiscal period the particular business uses for tax filing purposes, which by law can be any consecutive twelve-month period (except for new firms, companies ceasing operations or businesses combining with other businesses, each of which may report for less than a full twelve-month period). 

The target reference period for Statistics Canada is normally the calendar year. When the agency receives business data for periods that do not correspond to the January-to-December target, the data must be phase-shifted, or ‘calendarized’, in some manner. In the past, this problem was often ignored, with diverse fiscal periods simply being added together as if they were all calendar year periods. In some cases, surveys have requested financial data for the most recent fiscal period between April 1 of year ‘t’ and March 31 of year ‘t+1’, hoping that the forward-shift for some businesses would effectively cancel the effect of the backward-shift for other businesses. As part of the UES, Statistics Canada is developing an improved methodology to address the calendarization problem that can be applied to all annual business surveys. 

4.
 Concluding Remarks

The purpose of this paper has been to outline Statistics Canada’s high-level strategy for business survey develop​ment, focusing on program objectives for the next few years and the plan of attack for realizing those goals. As has been explained, the aim in broad terms is to improve accuracy and detail in the geographical, industrial and commodity dimensions, while at the same time striving to keep the reporting burden down to a minimum. Several more specific objectives were also discussed. The plan of attack involves exploiting administrative data more intensively; launching a few new surveys; revamping and harmonizing questionnaires; expanding, improving and moving surveys to the central business register; integrating sample designs; and collecting, processing and analyzing data with a more integrated, enterprise-centric focus. 
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