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In 1992, the Central Statistical Office (CSO) and Employment 
Department agreed to create a central register of businesses for 
their statistical inquiries (I). The main work on developing this 
Inter- Departmental Business Register (the ID BR) took place from 
1993 until April 1995. 

The IDBR is expected to make a major contribution to the drive 
for better economic statistics. The statistical inquiries from the 
separate business registers held by the Employment Department 
and the CSO had generated inconsistent estimates of employment 
for the manufacturing industries. The existence of alternative 
estimates was itself a cause of concern but they have also affected 
the quality of productivity and unit wage cost statistics and the 
consistency of Gross Domestic Product estimates. 

Although primarily for the statis tical work of the CSO 
(incorporating since July 1995 most statistical work of the former 
Employment Department), the ID BR is used more widely. It forms 
the basis of statistical inquiries within the Northern Ireland 
Department of Economic Development (NIDED) and of 
construction inquiries within the Department of the Environment 
(DoE). The Department of Trade and Industry (DTI), the Welsh 
Office and Industry Department for Scotland use the system and 
work is done for other government departments. The IDBR is 
expected to offer the opportunity to reduce respondent load 
through better coordination of surveys and by more direct use of 
administrative data. Jn designing the IDBR, it has also been neces
sary to consider the data requirements of the European Union. 

What is the IDBR? 

The ID BR is essentially a list of names and addresses of businesses 
operating within the UK. It is used to select samples for statistical 
inquiries, to provide information to estimate population totals, to 
provide rapid analyses of businesses and to provide data for limited 
administrative purposes. 

The main sources of information for the IDBR are Value Added 
Tax (VAT) and Pay As You Earn employer schemes (PAYE). 
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These administrative sources together cover all businesses with 
employees subject to income tax and smaller businesses other 
than those that are exempt from VAT registration. Exemptions from 
VAT registration include some health and education services and 
registration is voluntary for those below a turnover threshold 
(£46.000 a year at November 1994). Overall, the IDBR covers 
more than 98% of UK economic activity, excluding private house
holds and extra- territorial bodies. 

Statistical Units on the IDBR 

Business structures are complex and are based on administrative 
procedures that are often not suitable for statistical inquiries. The 
VAT unit is there simply to facilitate the collection of tax and 
may not be able to provide information of the type required for 
statistical surveys. Also some employers maintain separate 
PAYE schemes for salaried and non-salaried workers, giving two 
administrative units for the same work-place. For these reasons the 
administrative data are mapped onto three types of statistical unit, 
which are defined by European Union Regulation (2): 

Enterprise group - the group of all legal units under 
common control 
Enterprise- the smallest group of legal units within an 
enterprise group with a relative degree of autonomy 
Local unit - the individual site or workplace (factory, shop 
etc) at which activity takes place 

VAT registered traders are usually legal units (limited companies, 
sole proprietors, partnerships etc). In a few instances VAT registra
tion is at the operating division within a company and special 
arrangements also exist for the payment of VAT for groups of com
panies. Nevertheless there is a direct relationship between VAT 
traders and legal units. PAYE employers may be parts of legal units. 

The enterprise is in practice defined as a grouping of VAT and PAYE 
units. In some instances an enterprise may be based only on VAT 
or only on PAYE. The enterprise then operates one or more local 
units (figure I). 
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Figure 1: Structure of the IDBR 
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The enterprise is usually the level at which data are collected for 
statistical purposes. 1t is the level at which decisions are made 
within an enterprise group and relates to a recognised consolidation 
of accounting information. In a few cases enterprises are 
sufficiently complex to warrant division into several pans for the 
purpose of reponing to statistical inquiries. The usual reason is that 
the enterprise has significant activity in more than one industry. It 
is possible, however, that it must be split into regional parts, 
usually to identify GB and Northern Ireland activity separately. The 
IDBR supports reporting units below the enterprise level defined 
by a list of local units operated by the enterprise. 

Data held on the IDBR 

The data held on the IDBR result both from UK statistical 
requirements and the European Union regulations on statistical 
units and on the harrnonisation of business registers for statistical 
purposes (2,3). These regulations set down standards to enable 
comparisons of business activity to be made between member states. 
Through the IDBR. the UK is among the first to comply with the 
regulations. The following list indicates the key data for each type 
of unit:-

Administrative data 

Registration number 

Registration date 

Deregistration date (with reason for deregistration) 

Industrial classification 

Legal status (company. sole propnetor, partnerships etc) 

Company number (from Companies House) 

Name and address 

- Turnover VAT only (at registration and updated annually) 

Annual value of intra-community imports and exports VAT 

only 
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Employees PAYE only (main and subsidtary jobs, male and 

female. updated quarterly) 

Enterprise group 

Group number (based on Dun and Bradstreet "Who Owns 

Whom" publication or own ID BR sources) 

Country of ownership 

Enterprise number of group apex 

Net assets (top 2000 groups only) 

- Turnover 

Employment 

Industrial classification 

Enterprise 

Enterprise number (generated by the ID BR) 

Start date 

- Cessation date 

- Turnover 

Employees and employment 

Industrial classification 

Legal status 

Links to VAT, PAYE and local unit data 

Name and Address 

Local unit 

Local unit number (generated by the ID BR) 

Opening date 

Closure date 

Employees and employment 

Industrial classification 

Name and Address 



Reporting units 
Reporting unit number (generated by the IDBR) 

Date of creation on ID BR 

Date of closure on ID BR 

Turnover 

Employees and employment 
Industrial classification 

Legal status 

Mailing address 

Permanent random number (for sampling) 

Standard economic region 

Link to local units that define the report1ng unit 
Link to inquiry selection history 

Industrial Classification 

All statistical units hold codes from the 1992 revision to the 
Standard Industrial Classification [SIC( 1992)]. In addition. for a 
transitional period, the 1980 revision and the VAT trade classifica
tion based on the 1968 revision arc both being held. The classifica
tion of reporting units can be determined in one of three ways: 

from a detailed analysis of products 

from a description of the business activity 

by imputation from classifications supplied from 
administrative sources (VAT and PAYE) 

PAYE employers are classified consistently with the SIC( 1992) but 
often at the two-digit level. VAT trade classifications were aligned 
to the SIC ( 1992) only in September 1995. As a result, the quality 
of classifications of small businesses is relatively low. This affects 
some 5% of economic activity. 

Size criteria 

Three main indicators of size are held on the ID BR: annual turno
ver. employees and total employment. Turnover is generally up
dated annually from VAT. Employees can be estimated from PAYE. 
supplemented by the new annual employment survey (replacing the 
previous census of employment). which started in September 1995. 

Using the IDBR as a sampling source 

The IDBR provides a vehicle for standardising selections for 
sample surveys. It defines reporting units that are as far as possible 
common across all inquiries. It holds standard information for 
stratification by size. industry. geographical area and legal status. 
It also holds permanent random numbers to control the overlap 
between different inquiries and between periods for the same 
inquiry. By this the respondent load on small businesses can be 
minimised. 

The ID BR records inforn1ation relating to each selection. from which 
analyses of the form filling burden can be produced. It also holds 
the date of receipt of inquiry forms to ensure that no unnecessary 
reminders are sent to businesses. while those not responding can 
be followed up effectively. 

Computer systems 

The IDBR operates on a dedicated computer within the CSO at 
Newport. In case of failure a back-up machine. which normally 
runs only the CSO statistical inquiries. is brought into operation for 

the register. The machine is a Sequent with Unix operating system. 
The database management system is relational using INGRES. Most 
register processing operates directly on the database but extract 
files are produced for some analytical purposes. The files can be 
used by the main statistical and tabulation packages. 

The register is accessed and updated on-line by staff on remote 
terminals, generally personal computers. The major data inputs 
run overnight. These comprise VAT. PAYE, CSO inquiry feedback, 
Companies House and Dun and Bradstreet files. The parallel 
processing capabi litics of the system are operated to greatest effect 
for the overnight runs to select statistical samples. 

Communications are through micro-computers linked within the 
Newport office of the CSO by local area networks. Wide area 
network links have been established for the other CSO offices and 
the main users in NIDED. DoE, DTI. Welsh Office and Industry 
Department for Scotland. 

Development issues 

The project took the expected three years to develop at a cost of 
£4.6 million (based on full recovery cost), slightly below the budget 
of £4.8 million. due to the lower than expected cost of hardware. 
This was a high risk project. mainly because it involved many 
departments, had a significant impact on other operations, required 
novel computer solutions and was developed during a period of 
major changes. 

The cooperation of the departments involved was essential and 
this will continue with the creation of an inter-departmental 
management committee to oversee further developments. The 
major changes that have impacted on the system are the automatic 
processing systems for the 1993 census of employment and the 
concurrent implementation of the SIC ( 1992). There have also been 
significant changes in the range and methodology of statistical 
inquiries. A ll of this means that there is much work to be done to 
maintain and improve the quality of register data. 

The IDBR as a tool for analysis 

The previous CSO business register provided a source for the 
analysis of business structures and demography. Size analyses of 
UK businesses have been published annually since the early 1970s. 
The first of these from the I DBR related to the business register in 
1994 (4. 5). The IDBR. with its more extensive information. in 
particular about employment and local units, wi ll allow more com
plex analysis than previously. 

The DTI has been publishing information annually since the mid 
1980s on the demography of small firms. using the CSO business 
register. The IDBR will allow these analyses to extend from 
simple estimates of births and deaths of enterprises to examination 
of changes of size and industry (6). There is a particularly strong 
European Union interest in such analyses. 

The CSO is planning to extend its publication of data relating to 
small areas. With its comprehensive coverage of local units. the 
IDBR can provide information down to local authority ward level. 
Using a postcode based geography it is possible to generate a wide 
range of areas including counties. travel to work areas and regions. 

There are more than 1.9 million enterprises on the ID BR, of which 
1.6 million are based on VAT. Most of these enterprises operate 
only one local unit but a few are more complex. The total 
employment (employees and working proprietors) of these enter
prises is estimated at 24.8 million. 
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IDBR (As at August 1995) 

ENTERPRISES 

Based on VAT 
Other 

I local unit 
2 local units 
3+ local unns 

A Agriculture 
B Fishing 
c Mining and quarrying 
D Manufacturing 
E Electricity, gas and water 
F Construction 
G Distribution 
H Hotels and rcstaurams 
I Transport and communication 
J Financial imcrmediation 
K Business services 
L Public administration 
M Education 

Health 
0 Other services 

Total enterprises based on VAT or PAYE 

Legal issues 

Wider use of the IDBR for administrative purposes and by users 
outside the central government departments is limited by the need 
to protect suppliers of data to the register. T he transfer of 
administrative data is governed by the VAT Act 1994 and the Fi
nance Act 1969. The statistical inquiries conducted by 
the CSO are generally statutory under the Statistics of Trade Act 
1947 (with separate legislation for Northern Ireland). Together these 
allow for use of the register for statistical and some limited admin
IStrative purposes within government bodies. The Deregulation and 
Contracting Out Act 1994 e::o.tends the use to contractors to govern
ment departments but only for the specific purpose of the contract. 

Lists of names and addresses of businesses are published but only 
with the consent of the business itself (7). This limitation extends 
to the publication of statistical analyses. which might disclose 
information indirectly about specific businesses. Information on 
~ome businesses is also covered by registration under the Data Pro
tection Act. 

Future use of the IDBR 

All of the inquiries that used the previOus CSO business register are 
now operating from the ID BR. In addition the remaining CSO sta
tistical inquiries are moving to the ID BR over the next two years. 
The DoE register for the construction industries is now linked into 
the ID BR. Development of the computer systems in the DoE 
will see a strengthemng of this link. The ID BR holds information 
about agriculture but the Ministry of Agriculture. Fisheries and Food 
(MAFF) maintains a separate register of farm holdings. With 
the ID BR now in place the CSO and MAFF are JOintly looking at 
the feasibilit} of integration 
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Number of Employment 
Enterprises (%) 

(OOO's) 

1,600 81.5 
319 18.5 

1,817 40.1 
69 8.0 
33 51.9 

163 1.6 
5 0.1 
2 0.4 

189 18.3 
I 1.0 

207 4.5 
466 16.8 
127 5.3 
81 5.7 
3 1 4.2 

387 11.6 
6 6.4 

13 10.9 
63 9.5 

178 3.9 

1,919 100.0 

With the need to minimise compliance costs from statistical forms, 
the IDBR will be used to control rotation of samples and inhibit. 
where appropriate, the selection of small businesses. The ID BR also 
provides an extensive database for analysis of the formation and 
life-cycle of businesses. By applying common standards for defin
ing statistical units. it will be possible to bring together data from 
statistical inquiries more easily. improving quality and widening 
the range of published data. 
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