Labour accounts, core of the statistical system on
| abour

by Wm P. Leunis and Kees G. Verhage'

This article reflects some of the main issues dealt
with in a thesis on |abour accounts, a part of the
statistical system of Ilabour. The thesis, successfully
defended at the University of Anmsterdam by the authors of
this article, will be published in English later this year
by Statistics Netherlands.

1. A statistical systemon | abour
1.1 A statistical system

A statistical information system on |abour consists of
efficiently or gani zed statistical dat a. "Efficiently
organi zed' as an elenent of a system neans that the system
of data is nore than the sum of its parts. The first step
towards organizing the data is to structure the different
kinds of data from a practical point of view (e.g. the
viewpoint of actors and activities). The next step is to
bring about uniformty in definitions, classifi-cations and
to harnoni ze the coverage and period of statistical surveys.
However, even after this second step, the data of the system
(obtained from various surveys) will still conflict because
of measurenment errors (sanpling and non-sanmpling errors). A
third step should consist of correcting these errors so that
all the data are consistent. In practice the application of
this step is limted to a selected nunber of variables from
the statistical system on labour. This latter step results
in the so-called I|abour accounts, a consistent body of
information on | abour.

1.2 The data of the system

Which data on |[|abour should be incorporated in a
statistical system on |abour and which data in the | abour
accounts? The users of statistics require an enornous anount
of data. However, only part of their wshes are mde
explicit to a central statistical office. At Statistics
Net herl ands, the statistician makes an inventory of data
needs for policy-mking, research and other wuses, and
arranges them inter alia, according to urgency. The
statistician is of course aimng for a good and bal anced
statistical system However, decisions on which data to
bring into the system by producing statistics are not taken
by the Director-Ceneral of Statistics Netherlands but by the
Central Comm ssion for Statistics, an independent conm ssion
with up to ten nenbers. The conpetence of the Conm ssion
consists of consenting to or conm ssioning statistical
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research. It has a nunber of advisory committees consisting
of experts in certain areas of statistics. One of these
commttees is the Advisory Commttee on Labour Statistics.

In the thesis, the inventory of the required
statistical data on unpaid | abour was based on national and
i nternational publications on well-being and time use. The
inventory of data on paid | abour for research was based on a
nunmber of recent text-books (fromthe continent of Europe as
well as from the United Kingdom and the United States, the
last two having a longstanding tradition in the study on
| abour econom cs). The inventory for policy-mking was based
on official government docunents on enploynent policy,
| abour market policy etc. Thirdly the daily request for data
on | abour for practical purposes (indices based on salaries
in contracts etc.) was taken into account.

It nmust be said that such an inventory cannot be
definitive because of an interplay between available data
and theory ('"all enpirical observations by statisticians are
necessarily theory |laden' (Blaug 1980, page 45)) but on the
ot her hand the study of |abour economics is influenced by
the availability of data, and because of changing policy?.

Up to now |abour accounts are restricted to paid
| abour. This choice does not inply any underestimation of
the inportance of wunpaid |abour. From certain points of
view, paid and unpaid | abour can be | ooked upon as two sides
of the sane coin and literature now pays nuch nore attention
to the relevance of wunpaid |abour than in the past. This
woul d argue in favour of the elaboration of a statistica
data system applying to both fornms of |abour. However, there
are some reasons for focusing the |abour accounts in this
phase on paid |abour. One is that paid |abour has a neaning
of its own for the socio-econom c position of the enployed,
and enables themto satisfy needs with i ncome obtai ned.

Even when we Ilimt ourselves to paid |I|abour, the
description of the statistical data system will be very
extensive. Wthin the |abour accounts the part of the data
t hat maps the main lines of the phenonenon of paid |abour,
the so called core variables, has been separated. This gives
a bird s eye view

The core variables of the statistical data system on
| abour are the supply of |abour (person, hours), the demand
for |abour (job, hours) and the pay for work done (earnings
and costs). The choice of the characteristics of these
vari ables is based on the characteristics nmentioned in the
| LO Labour Statistics Convention, 1985 (Convention No. 160).

2. Labour accounts
2.1 Introduction

Labour accounts were designed to renove the nmain
shortcom ngs of the system at the end of the 1980's: | ack



of coherence and fragnentary presentation. Labour accounts
can be described as a statistical system of core variables
on | abour acquired through I ntegration, within the
statistical information system on |abour. At the start
unenpl oyment and vacanci es were not incl uded.

Data which becone available straight from the source
statistics often conflict. This conflicting may sonetimes
grow to an alarmng extent and is therefore disturbing to
the wuser of the statistical data. Any statistician who
considers his job done upon the presentation of his data
falls short. After all, the user does not know which data
are correct and which are not. It is with good reason that
this has led to severe criticismof the statistical data on
| abour both nationally and internationally. Conflicting data
can (1) show differences between data on the sane subject
(the so-called simlar data) as far as |evel and devel opnent
are concerned and (2) show a lack of arithnmetic relation
bet ween data, the so-called dissimlar but related data.

Conflicting results on sinmlar data

Wthin | abour statistics, there are two reasons to have
different statistical surveys on the same subject. Firstly
because the sanme kind of data can becone available in
various categories of sources (persons, enterprises,
registers of central organizations) and secondly because
both structural data and short-term indicators are needed.
Conflicting results on simlar data, obtained from various
source categories occurred in the Netherlands with regard
t o:

a. Empl oynent by sex, age, status in enploynent, working
hour s and economic activity: wth deviations in
definitions, populations, and specifications avail able
from household surveys, enterprise surveys and
i ndustrial insurance board registrations. Deviations in
devel opnent figures are caused | argely by
di scontinuities in the source statistics.

b. Data on hours worked by sex, age, and econonic
activity, 1in household and enterprise surveys. The
conparability between sources is hanpered by a nunber
of factors: in household surveys one tends to state

nmore working hours than has been arranged with the
enpl oyer; also in household surveys one perceives nore
smal | jobs than in enterprise surveys.

cC. The size of wunenmploynent as perceived in household
surveys and from social insurances and enploynent
office registrations. Devi ations occur because of
differences in definition, measurenent errors and

regul ati ons on entitlenment to unenpl oyment benefits.

d. Wage data aggregated according to econom c activity and
size-class obtained from enterprise surveys and from the
registration of i ndustri al i nsurance boar ds. Her e

di scontinuities arise from for exanple, changes in |aw and



adm ni strati on.

Di fferent results from short-term and structura
surveys are avail able on the follow ng subjects:

a. Jobs and average pay by econom c activity.
b. Hourly earnings and weekly working hours by sex, type
of | abour contract, and econom c activity.
cC. Labour cost per hour by economc activity and | abour
cost components.

In general, structural data are npre accurate than

short-term data, because the latter are always based upon
smal | er sanples. But for integrally observed parts, the

results of the short-term survey can still be used to trace
errors in the results of the structural data. Also short-
term surveys can of ten trace fal se changes in

characteristics.

Conflicting results on dissimlar but rel ated data

Statistics often supply data on interrel ated aspects.

The devel opnent of the total wage cost, for instance, is
related to the devel opnment of enploynment and wages. These
rel ations can be expressed explicitly by definitional

equations. Dutch data from enterprise and househol ds surveys
give conflicting data on:

a. The nunber of jobs versus the sum of persons enployed
and secondary jobs. Before harnmonizing the definition
and the popul ation, discrepancies are in the order of
10% After adjustnent the difference is still 2 to 3%

b. The direct neasurenment of total earnings conpared wth
the product of the nunber of jobs and the average
ear ni ngs per job.

cC. Average annual earnings per job conpared wth the
product of hourly earnings and average hours worked. In
this case the discrepancy is mainly caused by the
difference in the reference period between data on
hourly earnings and working hours on the one hand

(reference week, end of quarter) and the annua

earni ngs (whol e year) on the other.

The exanpl es above all conprise a static description of
| abour. So far, little or nothing has been published in the
Net herl ands on the wunderlying dynam cs, because there is
little data available on transitions which are of good
quality. Because flows into and out of the working |abour
force during a period have to correspond to the difference
in stocks between the beginning and end of that period, the
rel ati ons between stocks and flows are quite suitable for an
i ntegrative approach as described in this paper.

2.2 How to arrive at consi stent | abour accounts data?



Data consistency <can partly be realized by the
har moni zati on of popul ati ons, definitions and
classifications between the various sources. But even if
such harnoni zation is possible, conflicting data would still
occur. As nentioned above each survey has some degree of
errors, both sanpling and non-sanpling errors. Separate
processi ng of the various source data is required to achieve
conpletely conpatible data. During this processing, the data
are adapted in such a way that they reach an approxi mation
which is as close to reality as possible. This is done by
what we call the process of statistical integration. There
should be no or hardly any room for subjective mani pul ation
of the results. In order to be able to check this condition,
it nust be possible to reproduce the way in which the
adaptation took place. Wth |abour accounts this is indeed
possi bl e.

The integration process is conducted in four stages:
har moni zati on, conpletion, mnimlization of nmeasurenent
errors and balancing. In the first two, harnonization and
conpletion, all data are mde to relate to the sane
definitions and popul ations respectively. As a result of
this, data can be conpared and linked. If, after these two
stages, there still is no full conpatibility, it can be
concluded that the data material contains errors. Here, the
data are checked for the definitional equations which have
to hold both for the annual and the quarterly data.
Furthernmore the relationship between the quarterly - and the
annual data lead to extra identities (via averaging or
aggregating quarterly data).

In the third stage of the integration process, which is
called the mnimlization of neasurenment errors, errors are
traced and elim nated whenever possible. An exanple of this
is the conparison of sanple data with integral data. In
doing so one can check whether stratification, raising and
further processing lead to under- or overestimation. Very
smal | differences are neglected. These are snoothed out in
the fourth and final step of the integration process: the
bal anci ng by usi ng a Powel | m nim zation-al gorithm
pr ocedur e. Thr ough an iterative sear ch- process t he
adjustnments during this stage are mnimlized under the
condition that the values attached neet the definitional
equations we discussed in this paragraph. An extensive
description of how the whole integration process is
effectuated in practice is given in Statistics Netherlands
1996. Bel ow an exanple has been given of the effect of the
i ntegration process on the nunber of jobs of enployees.

| ntegration of the nunber of jobs of enployees, 1993

000
Nurmber of jobs according to the Annual Survey



on Enpl oynent and Earnings, 30 Septenber 5
445

Ef fects by
- har noni zati on
- 27
- conpl etion
- j obs not obt ai ned Vi a enterprise surveys
379
- ot hers
120
- m ni mal i zati on of measur ement errors
12
- bal anci ng
0
Numnber of j obs (annual aver age)
5,929

2.3 Degree of detail

When making data conpatible via the integration process
some |limts nust be set on:

a. The quality of the source material. In general
integration inproves the quality of data as conpared
with the separate source data, because supplenments and
i nprovenents are applied by way of using other survey
results. Still reliability demands can i npose
limtations to detail, because in the case of |ow
absolute nunbers the reliability becones insufficient.

b. The technical feasibility. During the final stage of
the integration, the balancing, the optim zation algorithm
sets a limt to the nunber of relations.

cC. The cost. In-depth analysis is time consum ng and neets
personnel capacity constraints.

d. Controllability. In conpiling the |abour accounts one
nmust be able to maintain an overview of the integration
process.

2.4 Specific characteristics of |abour accounts in
conpari son with source data and ot her accounting systens.

Conpl et eness




Labour accounts present a description which includes
all economc activities, all jobs, and the entire | abour
force.

| nt ernal consi stency

Contradictory results do not occur within a system of
i nt egr at ed dat a.

Accur acy

This is achieved by conmbining the strong points and
correcting the weak points of various source statistics.

Conparability over tine

The various steps in the integration process are
executed in such a way that the data incorporated in the
| abour accounts can be traced and conpared in subsequent
years. Wth results from source statistics, this does not
necessarily have to be the case because of changes in survey
guesti ons, changes in t he regi sters of central
organi zations, and sanpling and non-sanpling errors.

Ti mel i ness

It is sometinmes assuned that integrated statistical
systens cannot be up to date, because of the tuning of many
source statistics during the integration process. This is
not correct. Prelimnary results become available four
nmont hs after each period under review (quarter and year).

Fl exibility

Of course it is true that a key focus of such a system
is conmpiling consistent tine-series for a set of variables.
Regul arly introducing or deleting core variables within the
integrated system is out of the question. However, such a
system does not function independently from the source
statistics which supply supplenentary data on the objects
pertaining to the areas concerned.

Extra possibilities for applying integrati on systens

| ntegration systens supply consistent results which can
function in rmacro-economc nodels as explanatory and
expl ai nabl e variables. Stone describes this as 'conmponents
must add to totals; accounts nmust balance; prices and
quantities nust nmultiply out to values' (United Nations,
1975, page 3).

Conpari son with national accounts

A difference between |abour accounts and national
accounts concerns the process of integration. It is obvious
that when national accounts are conpiled, differences in
popul ation and definition wll be corrected, but no



distinction is made for specific corrections, for nmeasuring
m stakes, and fitting-in corrections, and no quantified
justification of the steps taken in the conpilation of the
national accounts is supplied. This difference in approach
results in a production process which is not as transparent
as that of |abour accounts. Because |abour accounts were
devel oped only very recently, and thanks to advanced
technol ogy, we were able to indicate which adjustnents were
made in the source statistics in various parts of the
i ntegration process.

3. Macro-to-mcro |inkage
3.1 Introduction

Statistics Netherlands is giving nore priority to the
consi stency and coherence of data at a nore disaggregated
| evel . The process of statistical integration is limted to
a certain anmpunt of detail. Nevertheless, once integration
has been achieved, additional parts can be introduced by
linking detailed source data to aggregated accounts data
This has various ram fications:

1. Accounts data can be conplenmented by characteristics
from source data, such as educational attainnents, by
means of raising survey data. This automatically | eads
to extensions of the accounting system

2. The sanple error in the source data can be reduced.
Accuracy will be inproved when reweighted with data
which are correlated with the target vari abl e.

Statistics Netherlands has already acconplished two of such
i nkages: one for the determ nation of regional enploynent
data and the other for the description of persons enpl oyed.

3.2 Regional enploynent data

In the Annual Survey on Enploynent and Earnings, the
nunber of jobs are also classified by region. The original
data from these surveys are not published, but directly
rewei ghted by 'corresponding |abour accounts data. Does
this mean that the national totals of the regional
enpl oyment figures fully coincide with those of the [|abour
accounts? Not yet. A definitional and a coverage difference
still remins.

As far as the definition is concerned, the regional
data refer to a point in time (end of the third quarter),
whereas the |abour accounts data give quarterly and annua
averages. Wthin the processing nethod of the |abour
accounts, an unique link between 'end-of-quarter’' data and
quarterly averages has been achieved. Wth this |inkage, the
average | abour accounts data can be translated into end-of -
quarter data. The coverage difference is due to a |ack of
regional information in the case of jobs not observed in
conpany records. Therefore, the regional disaggre-gation



resulting fromlinking mcro data from establishnment surveys
to macro data from the |abour accounts only holds for data
from' conpany records'.

3.3 Enploynent structure

A person may have nore than one job. Therefore, the
nunber of jobs wll always be equal to or higher than the
nunber of persons enployed. The process of statistical
integration has been effectuated for jobs, not for persons
enpl oyed. Wthin the |abour force survey (LFS) the I|inkage
bet ween jobs and persons enployed is described. By using
this relationship in Ilinking mcro LFS data to |[|abour
accounts data, persons enployed data can be incorporated in
the | abour accounts, and both jobs and persons enpl oyed can
be further characterized by such characteristics as
occupation, education and ethnic background.

This can be achieved by (1) adjusting the LFS micro
data according to the corrections inplemented during the
process of statistical integration and (2) reweighting the
resulting LFS data with |abour accounts data. The raising
totals for this reweighting procedure are the nunber of jobs
from the Labour Accounts subdivided by sex, weekly hours of
work, and economic activity. Contrary to the regional
breakdown of enploynent data, this linkage clearly results
in identical nmacro totals (no differences in definition and
popul ati on).

The |inkages descri bed above are not w thout obstacles.
In case of l|arge differences between the original raising
totals and those resulting from the |abour accounts, one
should be aware of the danger of selectivity within the
stratification categories.

3.4 | npr ovenment of present production processes and the
macro-to-mcro |inkage

Since the end of the eighties, Statistics Netherlands
has paid nmore attention to the devel opnent of accounting
systens for social statistics. In order to nmke as nuch
progress as possible, this process has been devel oped nore
or less apart from the current production of statistical
data from surveys like the LFS and the Annual Survey on
Enmpl oynent and Earnings. Here, the linkage from micro-to-
macro can be inproved wthout nuch effort. Checks and
adj ustments nade by integration departnents, can nostly be
enbedded in the wvarious current production processes of

source data. After all, persons involved in these processes
have a nmore detailed knowl edge of the ins and outs of a
particular (original) data source and, in addition, have
access to all i ndi vi dual (rough) dat a. Consi der abl e

i nprovenents could be obtained on three aspects: (1) the
avoi dance of "doing things twice", (2) a stronger comm tnment
from the producers of source data figures to the figures
resulting from accounting systens, and (3) further quality
i nprovenent of in all stages of the statistical process.



At the same tine, the synergy described above between
accounting systems and their basic sources nmnust be
acconmpani ed by an overall synergy between all statistica
accounting systens. We propose the use of a framework of a
Soci al Accounting Matrix to achieve an overall synergy.

4. Uniformdefinitions and cl assifications

In order to exclude any m sunder st andi ng  when
information is interchanged it is a precondition for a
statistical system that the objects described are well-
defined and that definitions of interrelated objects are
linked to one another. Wth this in mnd, sonme proposals are
formulated to i nprove definitions. The proposals concern the
definitions of posts, jobs, vacancies, wages and | abour
costs. The last two definitions are elaborated in the
t hesi s.

Sone proposals for inprovenent are fornul ated regarding
classifications. A classification has to contain honbgeneous
groups, which are relevant for research and policy.
Measur ement problenms should be avoided, and the categories
of the «classification nmust be recognizable for users.
However, sone classifications do not fit these requirenents.
In this article we have to limt ourselves to nmentioning the
proposals and referring to the publication for argunents and
details.

In line wth the conclusion of the Fifteenth
I nternati onal Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) in
1993 that the conceptual basis of the International

Classification by Status in Enploynment should be expanded
(see 1LO 1993, page XXl), a proposal is made for such a
classification. Such a classification has to be based on
three criteria: taking economc risk, the authority in the
enterprise and the relationship between enployer and
enpl oyee. The inplementation of these three criteria neans
that there cannot be a continuation of the main categories
in the classification as nmentioned in the conclusion of the
| CLS in 1993.

Ot her proposal s concern:

- A classification of persons in relation to |abour
performed or to perform This classification has to
indicate the attitudes of people towards the | abour
mar ket and has to categorize enployed persons not
| ooking for another job, 1looking for another job,
|l ooking for a job wth nore or fewer hours, not
enpl oyed persons |ooking for a job and available for
wor k, not | ooking because of discouragenent, not
| ooking because of problens of availability, not
| ooki ng because of no interest in paid work at all).

- A classification of persons by main activity. It is not
useful to distinguish the min activities only by the
hi ghest nunmber of hours per activity. The classification



also has to include conmbinations of activities such as
attendi ng school and having a job. It is confusing to fill
in unenployed or disabled to work as a nmain "activity'.

- A classification of jobs by type of enploynent
contract. In this context the flexibility of contracts
should be nentioned. There are three criteria to
identify the type of enploynment contract: enploynment on
a tenporary or a permanent basis, full-time or part-
time, and regular or irregular (on call workers). There
is nmre than one classification to identify the
flexibility of enploynment.

- A classifications of jobs by |abour conditions. There

are several el ement s _of | abour condi ti ons:
i nconveni ences sych as noise and stench, stress,
shifts, risk of injuries etc.. It would be useful to

anal yze if sone of these can be linked to occupations.

- A classification of jobs and posts by the education
| evel and experience required to perform the job. For
pl acement and educational policy it is desirable to
conpare the structure of supply and demand for | abour
in terns of education and working experience. One of
the difficulties is that enployers mght m x the two up
when they are |looking for a candidate. An analysis of
realized placenents (did the new enployee have the
education required or was it substituted by experience)
could give informati on about the substitution.

5. The reconciliation of data on | abour in other countries

How do statistical offices in other countries deal with
the differences between data on |abour obtained from
househol ds/ persons, establishnents/enterprises and from
registers of central organizations. This was the subject of
a survey carried out in a nunmber of countries?. W
i nvestigated whether, and if so to what extent, steps have
been taken in other countries conparable with those used in
conposing | abour accounts in the Netherlands. Did they
achi eve consi stency between data in their presentation?

The countries surveyed had to be restricted. The
survey, which was confined to paid work (expressed both in
term of persons enployed and of jobs), the unenployed,
vacanci es, hours worked, and paynments for the performance of
wor k (wages earned and | abour costs).

The aim of the survey was primarily to obtain
information about the achievenment of consistency between
data in their presentation. This achi evenent of consistency
is directly connected with the fact that data on the sane
phenonmena obtained from various sources differ, owing to
differences in coverage and definitions and to sanpling
errors and other neasurenment errors (see above). A well-
known exanmple is the difference between the nunber of
persons in enploynent according to household surveys and to



enterprise surveys. If centrally coordinated registers are
the sole or main source of the statistical information on
| abour in a country (as in the Scandinavian countries),
t hese problems wusually do not arise at all or only to a
| esser extent. Questions on consistency between data were
about :

- coordi nation (the sane cover age and t he sane
definitions);

- conparison between data from different sources and
correcting on the basis of this;

- reconciliation of data on the same subject (simlar
data) if differences still remained after the above-
menti oned corrections;

- reconciliation of |abour data which do not cover the
sane subject (dissimlar), but are in fact related (for
i nstance, total sum of wages as the product of hourly
wages and the nunber of hours).

The extent to which consistency between data is
realized, differs. One extrenme is that it is considered
sufficient to state that there are differences in |levels and
trends between data on the sane phenonmenon; the other
extreme is a conplete reconciliation of these data so that
there are no conflicting itens of information. Between these
two extrenes there are a nunmber of variations.

The survey found that with regard to simlar data (for
instance the nunmber of working persons according to
registers and according to direct observation in a househol d
survey) there were three alternatives:

1. The differences between the results of surveys are
indicated and explained. No action 1is taken to
elimnate them and it is noted that the data from each
source have their own specific significance. This was
found in Canada, Finland and the United States.

2. A conparative study is carried out and corrections are
made for errors wherever these are found. Apart from
this, the differences are allowed to remain. This is
the case to a limted extent in Australia.

3. Al differences between the data are elimnated. This
is called "reconciliation of data" in the sense of
integration. Examples of this are found in France, United
Kingdom the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries
(excluding Finland). It should be nentioned that the
Scandi navi an countries are faced with this problemonly to a
limted extent owing to the considerable use made of wholly
or partly interconnected registers as the source of data.

In the case of dissimlar but related data few or no
activities to bring them into line wth each other, were
observed in the various countries, except in France (to a




limted extent), the Netherlands and Norway. The degree in
detail by characteristics of persons and jobs is greater in
the Netherlands than in Norway. The conclusion was that
Statistics Netherlands appeared to have a unique position
with regard to its | abour accounts.

6. I nternational conparability of statistical data on
| abour

| nt ernati onal organi zations such as the United Nations
and EUROSTAT (Statistical O fice of t he Eur opean
Communities) play a special part in inproving statistics al
over the world, and in bringing about international
conparability of statistical data. United Nations bodies
which are inportant for statistics are the Statistical
Comm ssion, the regional conm ssions (e.g. the Economc
Comm ssion for Eur ope) and the International Labour
Organi zation (ILO): the Statistical Commssion for the
System of National Accounts and the ILO wth regard to
| abour statistics, by means of conventions, recomrendati ons,
resol uti ons and propositions.

It can be denonstrated that the ILO Convention of 1938
(Convention No. 63) on statistics of wages and hours of work
had a positive effect on |abour statistics in the
Net herl ands. The 1LO also made a stinmulating effort to
devel op | abour accounts. A joint neeting of the ILO and the
Econom ¢ Conm ssion for Europe in 1983 was inportant for the
start of these accounts. The nmeeting requested the
del egation of the Netherlands to prepare a first draft of
the construction of an integrated system of what was called
a Labour Accounting System According to this request a
proposal for such a system was submtted as an initial step
(Leunis and Verhage, 1984). EUROSTAT's efforts also had a
positive effect on |abour statistics in the Netherlands
particularly as regards the statistics on wages and the
| abour force survey. Wthout EUROSTAT's influence there
woul d not have been a yearly |abour force survey in the
Net herl ands from 1987 onwar ds.

As nentioned above one of the objectives of the ILO is
to stimulate international conparability of statistical data
via wuniform definitions and classifications. There are
several resolutions ainmed at helping to bring this about.
However, taking into account the resolution on the
definition of the economcally active population (1982) it
is remarkable that the Yearbook of Labour Statistics (ILO,
1993) points out that there are differences in the
definitions of the economcally active population from
country to country and that this should be taken into
account when conparing the data. One of the obstacles to the
introduction of wuniform definitions in countries is the
het erogeneity between countries. Resolutions on definitions
woul d be nore effective if they were restricted to countries
whi ch are nore or | ess honogeneous in devel opment and soci o-
econom ¢ background. Logically speaking we would first of
all think of groupings under the regional comm ssions of the



United Nations. This, however, is not sufficient to achieve
conparability of international data. Further steps need to
be taken. Here the role of EUROSTAT is inportant, because of
the major preoccupations of this office with inproving the
conparability o statistical data from different countries
(see Statistical Ofice of the European Conmmunities, 1982,
page 12). One nean to realize this conparability is the
i ntroduction of harnonized statistics (wage statistics) and
community surveys (| abour force survey).

To what extent are the data based on the |abour force
survey conparable between countries? These surveys are
harrmoni zed with respect to the variables, the sanple size
and the period of data collection. However, the organization
of the data collection and the questionnaires (the wording
as well as the sequence of the questions) are different in
each country.

W thout making a conplete inventory we can give sone
exanples (see also van Bastelaer, 1994). In general there
are several types of questions to measure enploynent: a
guestion about the main activity, a question about being at
work, and a question about having a job wthout being at
wor k. However, the routing of the questions can differ which
has an effect on the answers. So when a question about
having a job is put next to the question about being at work
the respondent understands the purpose of the questions

better. In the reverse order, the question about being at
wor k does not contribute to a nore conplete neasurenment of
enpl oynment. All sequences are found with respect to the

three types of questions.

To identify the unpaid famly workers, persons with a
m nor job, persons with a job but tenporarily not at work,
and casual workers, it is inportant to refer explicitly to
specific situations, specific kinds of work etc. Therefore,
gquestions for the unpaid famly workers have to refer to
participation in the famly business. For persons with a
m nor job, the work for a few hours has to be nentioned in
the question. Persons with a job but tenporarily not at work
because of sickness, |eave etc. belong to the category of
enpl oyed persons, and special attention has to be paid in
the questionnaire to avoid excluding them For casual
wor kers, the reference period has to be specified. However
the questionnaires do not always nmention a reference period.
It can be concluded that |abour force survey questionnaires
reveal many differences with respect to the categories
menti oned and do not produce a valid measurenent in a nunber
of countries. At |east special attention has to be paid to
persons working wthout paynent or profit, because only
persons who work for paynent or profit qualify as enpl oyed.
The specification of paid work as far as a specification
occurs, differs fromcountry to country.

There is no enpirical research on the effects of the
differences in |abour force survey questionnaires in the
Eur opean Uni on. However, the literature indicates the
possi bl e effects of only sl i ght di fferences in



guestionnaires on the estimates. In the Netherlands, a smal
difference in the wording of a question in the 1987 |abour
force survey is thought to have affected the nunmber of
persons enployed (the observed increase of the nunber of
wormren enployed of 21 % between 1985 and 1987 does not
reflect the actual increase).

The analysis focused on the questionnaires. O her
uncommon elenents of the design of the survey in the
countries are: the professionality of the interviewers, the
extent of self reports or proxy reports and being legally
bound or not to participate. These differences may have an
even bigger inpact on the conparability. More harnonization
of these surveys is necessary, but even then it is not

reasonable to expect that the surveys wll result in
conpletely conparable data. Also sanpling and non-sanpling
errors will always remain. Both kind of errors cannot be

neglected in the |abour force surveys based on a rather
smal | sanpl e.

The <conclusion is that the existing international
definitions and classifications based on ILO resol utions and
t he harnoni zation of surveys |like the |abour force survey by
EUROCSTAT do not result in sufficiently conpar abl e
international data. The npbst conparable data are obtained
t hrough | abour accounts where strong aspects of different
sources are conbined in the way discussed for the
Net her | ands.



Not es

Y "The developnent of the theory and the enpirical
estimation of [|abour supply and demand would conme to a
standstill if no nore databases would be released.” Hartog

and Theeuwes, 1990, page 320.
2 The survey was carried out in 1990 foll owed by an update
m d-1994. A workshop in 1995 on reconciliating enploynent
data, organized by the Netherlands and subsidized by the
Eur opean  Uni on, br ought about t hat the interest in
reconciliation is growi ng. Participating countries were the
menber countries of the EU, Hungary, Norway, Poland and
Switzerl and (see Leunis and Veenstra 1996, page 43-48).
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