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1 Introduction
The aim of this short paper is to explore possibilities for improved efficiency, lower cost, higher quality 
and broader usage in departmental-level, federal government data-gathering initiatives. a wide range 
of federal departments run small-scale surveys relating to topics such as income support, health and 
education. These surveys are often run on an ad-hoc basis to answer a small set of questions or to 
gather data to measure one specific policy-relevant variable. Such surveys, and the analysis of the data, 
are often contracted out to statistical consulting firms. Examples include the surveys run in the early 
2000s by the department of families, housing, community Services and indigenous affairs (fahcSia) 
in which some of the welfare-to-work policies were subject to pilot testing and the longitudinal 
pathways Survey and research and evaluation dataset of the department of education, employment 
and workplace training (deewr), designed to evaluate welfare-to-work reforms. once the particular 
purpose of the data has been served, the data is neither conserved nor used for additional purposes. 
The problem is that while a lot of money is spent to collect data, very little is made of it, squandering a 
precious resource and not providing a good return on investment. furthermore, at present, there is little 
coordination of such activities either within or across departments.

This paper asks the question: could a framework be developed which would harmonise data collection 
efforts within and across departments? Such collaboration could allow surveys to be run across 
multiple agencies to serve multiple purposes. This would lower costs and improve efficiency. Another 
aspect of such collaboration is that it could incorporate a set of standard questions about important 
socio-economic variables that are asked across all surveys. this would allow comparison to national 
benchmarks which would help researchers to understand the representativeness of their data. 
This would improve the quality of data and the quality of the research produced with the data. 
proper data documentation and storage would allow such surveys to be used for other policy-relevant 
purposes even after the initial purpose has been achieved. in combination, a collaboration such as that 
envisioned here could lead to better and more extensive use of data, improved return on investment for 
government data-collection initiatives, and simultaneously reduce cost and respondent burden.

in the next section, we provide some context and background to the idea of data sharing and place this 
proposal in the context of several other recent initiatives related to data sharing. these other initiatives 
demonstrate the growing interest in viewing data as a strategic resource and making the most of this 
resource. we then discuss three key issues where we feel that progress could be made: improved 
research practice, making the data available to others, and making the most of the data. in section 6, 
we bring these three ideas together to suggest a way forward. in section 7 we discuss some drawbacks 
of this proposal and some difficulties that we foresee. In the final section, we conclude.
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2 Background
Specifically, this paper looks at survey data relating to individuals. The Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(aBS) runs a Statistical clearing house1 (Sch) which provides some of the functions described here, 
but only for business surveys. the key objectives of the Sch are to reduce duplication, to minimise 
burden on businesses, to ensure that surveys are fit for purpose, and to encourage the use of sound 
statistical practices. the commonwealth government already has in place an agreement between 
agencies which governs the sharing of administrative data.2 the national government information 
Sharing Strategy has, as one of its identified goals, to ‘manage government information as a strategic 
asset, providing more efficient and effective use of it.’ This goal provides additional motivation for 
our paper. Some overseas countries such as canada and the united States have data sharing 
arrangements in place across states which also provide additional sources for building a framework.

this paper is complementary to several other recent initiatives and publications which have dealt with 
the issue of data sharing and data collaboration. the australian national data Service (andS) is a 
government funded joint initiative between monash university, the australian national university and the 
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO)3 which is tasked to ‘to create 
the infrastructure to enable australian researchers to easily publish, discover, access and use research 
data’. It has a specific Public Sector Data Program area. The ABS, on their website4 provide information 
on how data should be shared. in this paper, we focus on how and why more sharing could take place 
and suggestions to actually make sharing and data cooperation happen. the aforementioned document 
provides a template for how to share once the decision to do so has been made.

the australian government portfolio Secretaries have recently established a cross portfolio Statistical 
integration committee (cpSic), which is jointly chaired by aBS and the department of health and 
ageing (doha). its purpose is to facilitate linkage of social, economic and environmental data for 
statistical research purposes. they have recently published seven high-level principles which such 
data integration should respect.5 these principles are focused on the importance of data as a 
strategic resource, accountability, public interest in research and statistical analysis, transparency and 
preserving confidentiality.

The Office of the Australian Information Commissioner has issued a discussion paper, ‘Towards 
an Australian Government Information Policy’ 6 which also highlights the value of information as an 
important research resource and explicitly mentions, in its preamble, the value of information to the 
wider community, not just to government. chapter six of that document presents examples of public 
sector information reuse by the wider community, some examples of which i also mention below.

all of these recent publications of the australian government demonstrate the interest and momentum 
for greater government collaboration around data. they motivate, and are complementary to, this 
paper. the aBS has also iterated, on several occasions, the importance of reducing respondent 
burden.7 greater collaboration between government agencies can assist in this objective.

finally, we note that government research funding agencies (the australian research council and 
the national health and medical research council) strongly encourage that publicly funded data be 
deposited in repositories which make it available to other researchers in order to fully capture the 
benefits of public funding

1 See http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.nSf/pages/about+Sch?opendocument
2 See www.finance.gov.au/publications/national-government-information-sharing-strategy/.
3 See www.ands.org.au.
4 See http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.nsf/NSS/E6C05AE57C80D737CA25761D002FD676? Opendocument
5  See http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.nsf/0/7afdd165e21f34fdca2577e400195826/$FILE/High Level Principles for Data 

integration involving commonwealth data for Statistical and research purposes.pdf.
6  http://www.oaic.gov.au/publications/papers/issues_paper1_towards_australian_ government_information_policy.pdf
7 for example, see http://www.unescap.org/stat/apex/2/apeX2_S.6_aBS.pdf.
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collaboration to share the data which is generated through small-scale, government commissioned 
surveys between government agencies can and should be linked to improved research practice. 
making the data available involves several elements and communicating the existence and utility of 
data provides additional challenges. it is to these issues that we next turn our attention.

3 Improved research practice
3.1 Common battery of questions across all surveys

one key component of improved research practice is to make sure that all smallscale, government 
commissioned surveys contain a common battery of questions asked in an identical way. Such a 
common battery serves multiple purposes. first, it ensures that information is gathered about survey 
respondents using current best practice. Secondly, it ensures comparability across different surveys. 
thirdly, it allows the survey sample to be compared to national benchmarks to help the researcher to 
understand to what degree the sample is, or is not, representative of the australian population as a 
whole. lastly, it helps to make each survey more usable for alternative purposes. we would propose 
the following information be gathered across all surveys:

 > Sex

 > Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander affiliation

 > country of birth

 > resident/citizenship status for those not born in australia

 > household size

 > home owner/renter status

 > marital status

 > number of children

 > highest level of education completed

 > total household income

 > employment status

The ABS has developed, tested, and implemented standard ways of asking all of these questions. 
Wording can be taken from census questions for the basic background information and from surveys 
such as the Household Expenditure Survey for the demographic and socio-economic questions. 
Questions can also be borrowed from the household, income and labour dynamics in australia (hilda) 
survey which has a long track record of asking similar types of questions. HILDA has also attempted, as 
much as possible, to ask questions in ways that allow direct comparison with ABS data.

3.2 Use of appropriate survey methods

When small-scale surveys are run by commercial survey research firms, a variety of sampling 
strategies and survey modes are often employed. Some of these modes and methods result in 
surveys which risk important sample selection resulting in a lack of representativeness. for policy 
purposes, it is quite important that survey responses represent the target population, so such 
selection can lead to bad policy. understanding selection, through gathering data on a common set of 
questions that can be used for benchmarking as discussed in section 3.1 above, is one step towards 
addressing this potential problem.

another step is to look at how surveys are gathered. we give two examples. internet surveys risk 
over-representing those who are comfortable using computers and the internet and those with 
higher computer literacy skills. Quota sampling, where interviews are conducted up until some quota 
is fulfilled and then no further attempt to contact non-responding but selected individuals, undoes 
random selection of respondents and tends to over-represent those who are at home more often  
(in the case of a phone survey) and under-represent those who are working full-time.
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effort should be taken to ensure that small-scale government commissioned surveys are using 
appropriate methods to achieve the purpose of the survey and to ensure that the survey is as 
representative as possible. this is an additional important feature in making surveys usable for  
a variety of purposes, not just the original purpose.

4 Making the data available to others
Making the data available to other users involves several requirements. We focus on several of them 
here. The first requirement is that the government agency that commissions the research be provided 
with a unit record file. Often, small scale government commissioned surveys are run by a consulting 
firm and the final product delivered to the government agency is a report or an answer to a particular 
question. Sometimes the actual data is not provided, as there is no intention to use it further and there 
may be little capacity within the government agency to do additional research on the data (see below). 
One requirement for being able to use the data for other purposes and for providing the data to others 
is that a unit record file be provided as part of the project contract.

This unit record file must have several features. It should be stripped of identifying information.  
it should be provided in a widely-used data format (such as SaS, Stata, excel) that can easily be 
converted into other formats. it should be provided with documentation that includes information on 
the actual way in which the question has been asked and full information on coding framework used 
for non-response, refusal to answer, etc. 

Confidentiality needs to be protected and clear responsibility for the data must be maintained per the 
cpSic agreement on high-level principles for data integration and sharing (see footnote 5).  
also, if data is to be shared, then survey respondents need to know this up front. it should be made 
clear to respondents the uses to which this data will be put and that their responses could be used for 
other research and policy work that is deemed sufficiently important to the government. Such general 
consent language has been used successfully in other surveys.

We would envision confidentiality being protected by limiting access to the data to approved users 
who are only allowed to use the data in a secure environment. the secure environment could take the 
form of an aBS laboratory, some other onsite location in a government department, or an approved 
secure data laboratory such as those currently functioning at the australian national university 
Social policy, evaluation and research (Spear) centre. these laboratories contain versions of 
hilda with geographic information and government combined survey and administrative data such 
as the longitudinal data Survey (ldS) of deewr, for example. the laboratories have no internet 
connections, data is stored on removable hard drives that are key-locked in cabinets, windows are 
equipped with bars, and doors have deadbolt locks with keys that are only issued to approved users. 
they are periodically inspected by the government agencies which provide the data to ensure that 
security and confidentiality arrangements are respected.

an alternative option, when making the data available to others, would be to produce a 
confidentialised unit record file akin to what the ABS produces for its unit record data such as the 
Household Expenditure Survey and the Business Longitudinal Survey. However, this confidentialisation 
process is time-consuming and costly and as the number of users for any particular data source is 
likely to be quite small, this would appear to us to be inappropriate.
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5 Making the most of the data
5.1 Research capacity

One clear problem in achieving an efficient use of data and recouping the investment made on data 
collection is the limited research capacity of most government departments. most government 
departments do not have full-time dedicated research staff and some departments have very few 
individuals with research experience. Even those who are qualified and experienced to do research 
often do not have sufficient time at their disposal to undertake research, but rather are in a role of 
commissioning and overseeing research.

university academics have the capacity to do research and an incentive to engage in policy-relevant 
research. however, they often do not have access to government administrative or survey data. 
making the most of the data could involve integrating academics into government commissioned 
survey projects as research partners. australian research council (arc) linkage grants provide one 
way to do this. paid consultancy projects offer a second alternative. a third alternative, by making 
data more available to academic users, is that academic researchers will produce policy-relevant 
research as part of their normal professional activity. for example, there has been an explosion of 
applied research in the social sciences in australia since the hilda data has become available, much 
of it feeding back into policy formation.

5.2 Intellectual Property

in order to facilitate cooperation between university-based researchers and government agencies, 
clear intellectual property guidelines will need to be developed. In my experience, it is quite possible 
(and much easier than most people believe) to achieve mutually agreeable arrangements around 
intellectual property. government data clearly is owned by the commonwealth and this ownership 
is unambiguous. the product of research created by university-based academics belongs to the 
academics and their respective university, but this ownership can be exercised in a way which 
protects government interests and respects government sensitivities. one method that has worked 
very well in the past has been to extend to government agencies the possibility to review and 
comment on work before it is put into the public domain. concerns and sensitivities can thus be 
addressed. further, it is possible to extend to government the option of placing a six or nine month 
embargo on putting work into the public domain. Since journal publication lag times are much longer 
than this and as journals are usually willing to review papers under an agreement of confidentiality, 
this protects both the interest of academics (allowing them to publish their research) and the interest 
of government agencies (allowing time for sensitivities to die down or time for communication and 
preparation of appropriate government responses to research findings.)

5.3 Communicating about data availability

One clear problem is that government departments who are seeking to address a particular question 
with data may not be aware of what data sources are available that could achieve the purpose without 
a new data collection. this is partly because government commissioned, small-scale surveys are 
generally used by one branch of one agency and there is no way for other branches within the same 
department or other departments to learn about the existence of the data.

another problem is the lack of familiarity with the large-scale data gathering initiatives which have 
been funded by the australian government. amongst these would be included the longitudinal 
Survey of australian youth (lSay), which is funded by deewr; and the hilda survey which is funded 
by fahcSia; and the longitudinal Study of australian children (lSac) and the longitudinal Study of 
indigenous children (lSic) which are run in partnership between fahcSia, the australian institute of 
family Studies (aifS) and the australian Bureau of Statistics (aBS). this is not a comprehensive list; 
there are numerous other examples.
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to this end, making sure that government researchers are aware of existing data which might be used 
to answer their question, rather than re-inventing the wheel, is important. Initiatives to make data 
more visible, such as the coombs policy forum workshop on the national aboriginal and torres Strait 
islander Social Survey (natSiSS), are needed. another welcome development is the usability guide 
for the hilda survey which is under preparation by fahcSia. the main purpose of this document is 
to communicate to potentially interested users, primarily in government, the purposes for which the 
hilda data is suited and not suited.

6 Implementation
we imagine two separate structures which would be needed to bring all of these suggestions 
together. these two structures could be part of one entity or could be separate entities, although they 
would need to coordinate with one another.

The first structure is some committee or organisation which can:

 > vet proposals for small-scale, government commissioned surveys

 >   determine whether the questions being addressed can be dealt with through some pre-existing 
data rather than embarking on a new data collection

 > ensure that sampling procedures and data collection are as close to best practice as possible

 > ensure that surveys include standardised, agreed-upon common questions (See section 3.1 above)

 >  ensure that appropriate consent for data usage is obtained from survey respondents and that this 
consent extends beyond the particular project to other legitimate research uses which have been 
approved by the government

 >  determine whether simultaneous data collection efforts by different departments (or by different 
sections in the same department) can be combined for efficiency savings.

Such a committee could meet on a quarterly basis. Government agencies would be required to 
submit their proposal for data collection at least 3 months in advance to allow for proper  
co-ordination. this committee could sensibly be composed of representatives from the national 
Statistical Service (nSS) of the aBS, the main government departments that collect survey data on 
individuals, representatives from the main large-scale non-aBS surveys such as hilda and lSac, 
and survey statisticians from academia and the private sector.

a second structure or organisation should be formed to:

 > serve as a data repository

 > verify that data is properly documented

 > liaise with data owners to protect confidentiality of the data

 > maintain a comprehensive list of available data

 > facilitate use of the data by other users

 >  consider applications for data use to guarantee that legitimate research is being undertaken that 
qualifies under the general consent provided by survey respondents.

this second structure could be housed within government or outside of government. the aBS is 
perhaps a natural first location to consider for a repository for the data. However, the ABS may 
not want to be associated with the project given that, in our vision, the usual data protection and 
confidentiality requirements of the ABS will be impractical. An alternative would be to request 
submissions for tender from organisations which could undertake these tasks. 
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what we envision is something similar to what is done by the australian Social Science data 
archive8, which is now being incorporated into the australian data archive9 (ada). a variety of similar 
organisations exist throughout the world, many being members of the international federation of 
data organizations for the Social Sciences.10 australian research council (arc) linkage funding 
could provide a source of initial funds to establish a data warehouse for the particular class of data 
considered here. this could be an entirely new collection or the data could be added to some existing 
collection like those at the ada, the anu Spear centre or the melbourne institute which has secure 
data labs in which researchers can access in-confidence data from a variety of international surveys.

This second structure should be linked to the first and should have an oversight committee composed 
of representatives from the aBS, other key government agencies, and academia.

7 Caveats
it may be that the gains we envisage from this proposal are smaller than the associated costs. we see 
three main associated costs: money, time, and bureaucracy.

Creating usable unit record file data, with proper documentation, is costly in terms of both time and 
money. Maintaining a data repository will involve additional financial resources. Many small-scale 
data gathering initiatives are run to very tight time schedules and having to submit proposals several 
months in advance may impinge upon the ability of government agencies to address important policy 
questions in a timely manner. Finally, this proposal would create yet another layer of bureaucracy that 
data gathering initiatives would have to go through with all of the associated costs.

It may be that the current decentralised approach is in fact more efficient than a centralised approach 
would be.

if it is unlikely that the data sources will ever be used again, then the costs of this proposal certainly 
outweigh the benefits. In this regard, this proposal only makes sense if government departments and 
academic researchers are prepared to form a partnership in this area. our view is that government 
agencies are sufficiently constrained in undertaking research by lack of qualified staff and time 
pressure from their normal work that it is unlikely that the data sharing proposal discussed here would 
result in much more additional government research. on the other hand, as we have seen with hilda 
and lSac and other data sources, if academics are given access to the data then we can expect that 
the benefits in terms of new policy-relevant research will outweigh the costs.

government departments and academic researchers would need to come together in a way that 
meets the policy-related research needs of government, the publication requirements of academic 
jobs, and the confidentiality of survey respondents. We are optimistic that this can happen as there 
have been many success stories in recent years. the Social policy research centres funded by 
fahcSia and deewr provide one recent example of a collaboration that generated a large number 
of useful research outputs for government and a large number of academic publications.

8 See http://www.assda.edu.au/about.html.
9 See http://www.ada.edu.au/.
10 See http://www.ifdo.org/.
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Conclusion
in this paper we have considered whether there might be a better way to organise and use the many 
small-scale surveys that are run by australian government departments. the suggested proposal is 
intended to:

 > reduce cost on data collection

 > improve data quality

 > improve government transparency

 > harmonise basic questions to make data more useful across agencies

 > reduce respondent burden

 > improve sharing of existing and future survey data

 > improve efficient use of data as a strategic resource.

our feeling is that these purposes would best be served through a non-governmental organisation 
(although perhaps one that already exists) created and funded through a collaboration of government 
and university (and perhaps other) researchers and interested parties.

What is written here is obviously quite preliminary. It is intended to be the beginning of a conversation 
about what better data sharing arrangements might look like and how data can be most efficiently 
and effectively used.

Notes

as part of this paper, i had hoped to document how much of this kind of data gathering is actually 
being done, but found the answer to be quite elusive. People in Treasury, FaHCSIA, DEEWR, and 
ABS agreed that there was a fair bit of activity in this area, but no one was able to quantify it and no 
one was aware of any attempt either within or across organisations to catalogue it. i provide this as 
further evidence of a lack of coordination. i discovered the intriguing website data.gov.au which is a 
rich source of much of the publicly available information provided by state and national government. 
maps of public toilet locations, dog walking parks, geographical information, etc. But this site does 
not contain the kind of unit record file data which could be used for primary research which is the 
topic of this note.

Acknowledgements
In the course of this research, I benefited from discussions and comments from Margaret 
henty, christopher vas and several members of the australian Bureau of Statistics.

this paper has been made possible by the support of mark matthews and the hc coombs policy 
forum. their generous support is gratefully acknowledged.

the views in the paper are those of the author and do not represent the views of the hc coombs 
policy forum nor anyone else mentioned in these acknowledgements.



Small-scale survey data collection: Improved coordination of Commonwealth government activities and more efficient data usage 11

Resources and reading list
ADLS (2012). ‘European Commission launches data strategy.’ Wednesday, 21 December 2011. 
administrative data liaison Service.  
available at http://www.adls.ac.uk/2011/12/21/european-commission-launches-open-datastrategy/.

ANDS (2011). ‘Australian National Data Service.’  
available at http://www.ands.org.au/andsbrochure.pdf.

Australian Bureau of Statistics (2006). ‘Reducing respondent burden—the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
experience.’ Prepared for APEX 2 meetings, Daejeon, Republic of Korea, September 2006. Available at 
http://www.unescap.org/stat/apex/2/apeX2_S.6_aBS.pdf.

Australian Data Archive (2012). ‘Welcome to the Australian Data Archive.’  
available at  http://www.ada.edu.au/.

Australian Government (2010). ‘High Level Principles for Data Integration Involving Commonwealth Data 
for Statistical and Research Purposes.’ An initiative of the Cross Portfolio Statistical Integration Committee 
(CPSIC). 3 February 2010.  
Available at http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.nsf/0/7afdd165e21f34fdca2577e400195826/$FILE/
high%20level%20principles%20for%20data%20integration%20involving%20commonwealth%20
data%20for%20Statistical%20and%20research%20purposes.pdf.

Australian Government (2009). ‘National Government Information Sharing Strategy: Unlocking Government 
information assets to benefit the broader community.’ Australian Government Information Management 
Office (AGIMO). Department of Finance and Deregulation. August, 2009.  
Available at http://www.finance.gov.au/publications/national-government-information-sharing-strategy/
docs/ngiss.pdf.

Commonwealth of Australia (2009). ‘A good practice guide to sharing your data with others.’ Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, National Statistical Service. Version 1, November 2009.  
Available at http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.nsf/0/e6c05ae57c80d737ca25761d002fd676/$FILE/A%20Good%20
Practice%20Guide%20to%20Sharing%20Your%20Data%20with%20Others_November%202009_1.pdf.

Commonwealth of Australia (2012). ‘General Information about the SCH’. Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
national Statistical Service, Statistical clearing house. 
available at http://www.nss.gov.au/nss/home.nSf/pages/about+Sch?opendocument. 

Heeney, C. (2008). ‘How to get there from here: reuse of administrative records in the Netherlands and the 
UK’, (2008) 5:2 SCRIPTed 294.  
available at http://www.law.ed.ac.uk/ahrc/script-ed/vol5-2/heeney.asp

IFDOnet (2012). ‘International Federation of Data Organizations for the Social Sciences’.  
available at  http://www.ifdo.org/.

Interoperability Solutions for European Public Administrations (2012). ‘Making administrative data available 
for reuse.’ European Union.  
available at http://ec.europa.eu/isa/actions/01-trusted-information-exchange/1-15action_en.htm.

national research council (2006). Improving Business Statistics Through Interagency Data Sharing: 
Summary of a Workshop. Caryn Kuebler and Christopher Mackie, Rapporteurs. Steering Committee for the 
Workshop on the Benefits of Interagency Business Data Sharing. Committee on National Statistics. Division 
of Behavioural and Social Sciences and education. washington, dc: the national academies press 

Office of the Australian Information Commissioner (2010), ‘Towards an Australian Government Information 
Policy.’ Issues Paper 1. November 2010.  
available at http://www.oaic.gov.au/publications/papers/issues_paper1_towards_australian_government_
information_policy.pdf.

http://www.adls.ac.uk/2011/12/21/european-commission-launches-open-datastrategy/
http://www.ands.org.au/andsbrochure.pdf
http://www.unescap.org/stat/apex/2/APEX2_S.6_ABS.pdf
http://www.ada.edu.au/
http://www.finance.gov.au/publications/national-government-information-sharingstrategy/docs/ngiss.pdf
http://www.finance.gov.au/publications/national-government-information-sharingstrategy/docs/ngiss.pdf
http://www.law.ed.ac.uk/ahrc/script-ed/vol5-2/heeney.asp
http://www.ifdo.org/

	_GoBack

