
THE INTER-DEPARTMENTAL BUSINESS 
REGISTER 

Introduction 

The Central Statistical Office (CSO) and Employment Department 
(ED) have recently agreed to create a new register of businesses for 
their statistical inquiries. This Inter-Departmental Business Register 
(IDBR) will make a major contribution to the drive for better 
economic statistics. Although primarily for the statistical work of 
the two departments, it will be used more widely. In particular, it will 
form the basis of statistical inquiries within the Northern Ireland 
Department of Economic Development and of construction inquiries 
within the Department of the Environment (DOE). 

Both the CSO and the ED collect key economic data from busi
nesses. The CSO conducts a wide range of statistical inquiries. The 
results are used, along with information from other sources, in the 
compilation of the national accounts. The ED collects labour market 
information from businesses, which is also used in the national 
accounts. 

The use of different registers results in inconsistencies in output 
measures and inefficiencies in maintenance. The registers generate 
significantly different estimates of employment due to differences in 
classification and coverage. The advantages of a central register of 
businesses, which would be available for use by all government 
bodies in conducting statistical inquiries, have been acknowledged 
for many years. In 1968, Jack Stafford, the Director of Statistics at 
the Board of Trade, wrote: 

"In the statistical service we believe that the first essential step 
to the better system which is planned is the creation of a 
common register of business establishments, and other reporting 
and accounting units such as companies, businesses units and 
enterprises, which can be used for all industrial statistics and 
which, when established, will enable the results of different 
inquiries to be related and to form an integrated system of 
information. The Estimates Committee expressed great interest 
in the compilation and use of a register of this kind." ( 1) 

The first steps towards a central register were taken during the 1970s 
and 1980s when the Business Statistics Office (BSO) created a 
register of businesses for its own inquiries.ln 1987 a joint BSO and 
Department of Employment srudy was initiated to consider the 
practical problems of either integrating their business registers or 
linking them together and of keeping the register or registers up to 
date. The main imperus for the srudy had been a review of statistics 
within the ED. Several departments had expressed concern about 
inconsistencies between the output estimates (based on BSO inquiries) 
and the employment estimates (produced by the ED) which were 
being used together in calculating output per head. The srudy 
reported in 1989 that a combined register was feasible and during 
the following year the practical issues of integration were investi
gated. 

The Pickford review of government economic statistics (2) resulted 
in the CSO widening its role in collecting data. In particular, theBSO 
moved from the Department ofTrade and Industry. The review also 
provided support for the IDBR. 
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Existing system - CSO 

The CSO maintains a single register for its major business inquiries. 
This register is based on traders registered for V AT with HM 
Customs and Excise (C&E). V AT covers around 1.8 million busi
nesses in the UK. 

The transfer to the CSO of data on individual V AT traders is per
mitted under Section 44 of the V AT Act 1983. The limited range of 
data items transferred include the name and address of the business, 
its industrial classification and turnover, and its date of registration 
and (where appropriate) deregistration. Coverage is generally good 
with exemption from liability for V AT affecting only a few traders 
(notably parts of health and education). The smallest traders (cur
rently those with turnover below £36,600), however, register only 
voluntarily. Quality is generally high, although the type of activity 
is self-coded and still based on the 1968 revision to the Standard 
Industrial Classification [SIC (Revised 1968)]. C&E are consider
ing introducing a new classification based on the SIC(Rcvised 
1992). Information is received promptly [Tom C&E on a weekly 
basis. 

The CSO business register is updated dynamically, that is it reflects 
the latest known information about the structure of businesses in the 
UK. It is possible to produce cross-sectional analyses of business 
activity at any time (3) and to produce limited analyses of births and 
deaths of businesses (4). Size and classification, however, arc 
updated only once a year to satisfy the needs ofCSO inquiries. When 
selections are made for a statistical inquiry, the necessary informa
tion is extracted fTOm the register into a "frozen" inquiry processing 
file. The register is then used for mailing inquiry forms, including 
reminder action. The register system is not used to analyse the 
completed survey forms. 

Existing System - Employment Department 

The ED maintains an Employment Statistics System (ESS) which 
supports the selection and processing of the Census of Employment 
and other statistical inquiries. The major task for the ESS is the 
processing of the Census of Employment, currently every two years. 
Although it is also used for other regular and ad hoc inquiries, the 
information that it contains is related largely to the Census datcs.Thc 
ESS stores responses from inquiries as well as the basic register 
information. 

The ESS is based on employers registered with the Inland Revenue 
Department for "Pay As You Earn" (PAYE) tax purposes and 
covers around 1.2 million employers in the UK. The transfer of data 
on individual PAYE collection points to the ED is permitted under 
the Finance Act 1969. Data items covered include name and busi
ness address, scheme type (to identify PAYE schemes with em
ployees), numbers covered by the PAYE scheme, two digit classi
fication code, scheme commencement and cessation date, and 
previous reference where a scheme has changed. Coverage of 
employers with employees is good except where all employees earn 
less than the income tax threshold and thus do not need to be 
registered in the PAYE scheme. In addition. those businesses that 
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operate without employees are generally excluded fTOm the register. 
Information is received quarterly from the Inland Revenue Depart
ment 

Industry classification within the EO register is of mixed quality. 
Those units surveyed by EO arc split into separate sites where 
relevant and each is classified to the 4-digit level of the SIC Revised 
1980; these classifications are based on business descriptions pro
vided by the employer and are generally reliable. In Great Britain, 
smaller PAYE units are surveyed on a sample basis; the majority are 
not surveyed and their classification is not reliable. This is not so in 
Northern Ireland, where the Census of Employment covers all 
employers. 

The Inter-Departmental Business Register (IDBR) 

Both existing registers are based predominantly on adminisrrative 
data and there are no other adminisrrative sources that are as 
comprehensive as the V AT and PAYE data. The possibility of using 
Schedule 0 (self-employed) data to supplement PAYE as the basis 
of a register with effectively complete coverage of the whole 
economy was examined but rejected because of technical, legal and 
quality issues. 
Companies House registers all incorporated businesses but does not 
keep records of o ther businesses, mainly the sole proprietors and the 
parlllerships. The option of maintaining a register without admin
isrrative inputs would be excessively costly and was also rejected. 

The options left were to base the register on either V AT or PAYE 
(singlc-sourcing) or on both V AT and PAYE (dual-sourcing). Oual
sourcing is more costly because of the need to match sources and the 
need to eliminate duplication. It is, however, affected less by 
changes in adminisrrative systems (for example increases in the 
V AT threshold) and more comprehensive. 

The major problem in creating a register based on two sources, is the 
need to ensure that information is not duplicated. There is no 
standard referencing system to identify businesses within the UK. 
The V AT trader reference does not appear on the PAYE system and 
the PAYE collection number is intcmalto that system. 

Initial matching will be on the basis of names and addresses but 
where a match cannot be conf l.mled it will be necessary to contact the 
business to check the information. The procedure will be to collect 
V AT numbers through the Census of Employment and to conduct 
register proving mailings for new PAYE registrations to obtain their 
V AT numbers (this is already done on a sample basis to maintain a 
representative quarterly sample). With a link established between 
the two administrative inputs a high quality register is then feasible. 

The register will be used for both national accounts and labour 
market statistics as well as providing basic information on the 
structure of the economy (for example, on births and deaths of 
businesses). It offers the potential to share information between 
dcparLmenLs and hence to reduce the number and scale of statistical 
inquiries to businesses. It will lead to a single and more reliable set 
of employment estimates, improving the consistency of the national 
accounts and the quality of the productivity and unit wage cost 
cstimates.It will contribute to EO measures to reduce the need for 
large revisions to its employment estimates in all sectors of the 
economy and permit improved analyses of rrends in the small f!Tms 
sector. An IDBR for the UK is also seen as essential in improving 
statistics for Northern Ireland. (5) 

To provide the best possible sampling frame for all inquiries and for 
survey and analytical purposes, the IDBR will be updated each time 
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new information becomes available. All inqu1ry processing will be 
"off the register", that is files will be exrracted to form the basis of 
inquiry processing systems. This method provides flexibility for the 
increasing number of users in both CSO and EO. 

Statistical units 

Business structures arc complex and arc based on adminisrrative 
procedures that are often not suitable for statistical inquiries. The 
V AT unit is there simply to facilitate the collection of V AT and may 
not be able to provide information of the type required within, for 
example, the Annual Census of Production. 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 adminisrrative data will be mapped onto 
statistical units for the purpose of statistical inquiries. 

There will be two types of business unit: the adminisrrativc lfnit and 
the statistical unit. In the IOBR the adminisrrativc units will be: 

V AT traders- usually individual legal units (companies, sole propri
etors etc) but occasionally operating divisions of companies; 

PAYE scheme units - often legal units but in many instances parts 
of groups of legal units through which employees arc paid. 

From these the statistical units (enterprise group. enterprise and 
local unit) will be generated. 

The enterprise group is the group of legal units under common 
control. The enterprise is the smallest group oflegal units within an 
enterprise group with autonomy. The local unit is the individual site 
(factory, shop ctc) at which activity takes place; it usually has one 
major activity. Reporting units based on the enterprise and the local 
unit will be set up to obtain responses to inquiries. A simplified view 
of the logical structure of the register is shown in figure I. It is 
essential that these units arc maintained so that data from many 
sources can be merged in a consistent fashion. 

Computer systems 

The CSO operates its statistical inquiries predominantly from its 
offices in Newport but it also has two offices in London. The EO 
operates from central London, Watford and Runcom. The existing 
register computer systems are located in Newport (CSO) and R lfncorn 
(EO) with limited communications links between the two. Most 
transfers of data are by magnetic tape. 

The computer to be used is the subject of tender arrangements but is 
likely to be a UNIX machine with a relational database management 
system (ROB MS). This is quite different from the existing systems 
based on ICL 39 series computers under VME but tics in with the IT 
strategies of the two departments. The location of the computer will 
depend on the outcome of the tender process but access will be 
provided at Newport, Runcom and other sites. 

Concern about the ability of relational database management sys
tems to deal with the task have resulted in large-scale prototypes 
being set-up. To date there have been two prototypes: one covering 
production and retail trades; and one for Northern Ireland. The latter 
prototype is being developed using INGRES on a SEQUENT 
computer and will be used for inquiry selections in 1992. Pro to typing 
has helped in testing the capabilities ofJNGRES and in developing 
the user requirement The prototypes have shown that the objectives 
can be achieved. 



Timetable and costs 

Creation of the inter-departmental register is a lengthy process. 
Work has started already on a system covering activity in Northern 
Ireland (about 2% of the eventual register). The register will be 
available for its first Northern Ireland inquiry selections in 1992 and 
for other selections from 1993. The Census of Employment in 
September 1993 will be a full Census for all of the UK, that is it will 
involve contact with all employers. Although the register will not be 
ready for the Census mail-out, it will take information from it using 
V AT numbers collected on the Census forms. Once the Census data 
have been taken on, the IDBR creation will be complete. 

The project will involve extensive computer and clerical inputs from 

both the CSO and ED. The total cost over the three years of the 
development is put at £4.3 million. One-third of this figure covers 
the purchase of the computer, one-sixth the programming staff and 
the remaining half the clerical staff. The large clerical input, which 
amounts to 50 staff, will be required for the extensive matching and 
quality checking work. These costs exclude those of the Census of 
Employment. 

Legal issues 

The transfer of administrative data that form the main input to the 
IDBR is governed by the VAT Act 1983 and the Finance Act 1969. 
They limit the use of data to government and to a small number of 
other specified purposes. The inquiries conducted by the CSO and 
the ED are generally statutory under the Statistics ofTrade Act 194 7 
(with separate legislation for Northern Ireland). This allows for 
some administrative use of register data within central government, 
where the Minister approves, for example for the administration of 
regional development. Lists of names and addresses of businesses 
can be published only with the consent of the business itself. 
Information on some businesses is also covered by a registration 
under the Data Protection Act. 

The European dimension 

EUROST AT (the Statistical Office of the European Communities) 
is considering a range of measures to harmonize statistics within the 
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Community. Two of these arc Regulations covering the defmitions 
of statistical units and the harmonization of business registers. The 
IDBR would satisfy the demands of both Regulations. 

Other business registers 

The project covers only the main CSO and ED business registers. 
Other business registers exist within government. The first of these 
is the separate register of construction businesses maintained by the 
DOE. The Pickford Review recommended the integration of this 
register with that held by the CSO. The integration work commenced 
in July 1991 and is due to be completed in September 1992. The 
result of this and its subsequent incorporation within the JDBR will 
be greater consistency in the national accounts between construction 
and other industries. 

Although agriculture forms part of the IDBR, the Ministry of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) maintains a separate 
register of farm holdings for its Census of Agriculture. There arc no 
plans to integrate this separate register into the IDBR and statistics 
on agriculture will continue to be collected separately. 

The IDBR will not supplant any administrative register. V AT, 
PAYE and Schedule D tax will continue to be collected through the 
existing administrative systems. Companies House will continue to 
control company registrations and the myriad other administrative 
systems within government will be untouched. What the IDBR will 
bring is a cohesion to the collection of statistics, ensuring that all 
businesses are covered and classified consistently by statistics on 
output, employment, capital expenditure and other important as
pects of economic activity. 
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