Questionnaire for the gathering of information on current practices of output checking in research data centres.
Preface

More and more countries are developing some kind of Research Data Centre (RDC), where researchers can safely access micro data available at the National Statistical Institute (NSI). One of the issues encountered at an RDC is the checking of the output that researchers produce. Checking of output is necessary to ensure that no data concerning an individual person or company is released (even by accident). 
Recently, an ESSnet project has been started to develop guidelines for this output checking. One goal is to make sure that the experiences from countries that have an RDC can be used by countries that aim to start an RDC in the future. Another goal can be to help standardize the checking of output across countries, which is an a priori necessity for a possible future European RDC. The results of this project will be shared with all Member States of the EU to improve the practice of output checking. 


In this project output is defined as any results that a researcher produces based on microdata and wants to use in a publication or report. This comprises tabular output as well as analytical output. But because the project deals specifically with research output, it will not revisit the huge amount of work already done on disclosure control of tabular data produced by the NSI itself. Note that this definition of output is not limited to an RDC, but encompasses all research outputs, irrespective of the way in which they were produced (for instance by Remote Server, Remote Access, Safe Centre etc).
The countries participating in the ESSnet project are: UK, Germany, Italy and Holland. 

However, there are more countries that have experiences with an RDC.

This questionnaire is developed by the project group to gather information on the current practice of output checking in both the participating and non-participating countries.
The questionnaire
The questionnaire addresses all kinds of issues related to the checking of output. An example of such an issue is whether all output is checked, or only a sub sample. Because some procedural issues regarding an SDC are related to output checking, some question will adress these issues.

For each issue, the following questions need to be answered:

1. What is the choice made with respect to the issue?

2. Why was that particular choice made?

3. What are the benefits?

4. What are the downsides?

General
	Issue
	Does the NSI have an RDC? If so, briefly describe it: how long does it exist, how many employees, what kind of services (safe room, remote server, remote access, restricted use files etc)

	
	


Access
	Issue
	Who can get access to the RDC? Is a special permission required? If so, who grants this permission? Are there different levels of access for researchers with different status?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	What is asked of RDC-users in terms of a description and purpose of their research project? Is it required to sign some form of contract or agreement?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Available data
	Issue
	What kind of data are available in the RDC (all data available at the NSI or are there restrictions). Are linked datasets available, or is the researcher allowed to link data from different datasets.

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	What kind of documentation of the datafiles is provided to researchers? 
Are researchers provided with dummy (but correctly structured) test datasets before using the actual datasets within the RDC?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Can RDC-users access all datasets available in the RDC or is access limited to certain data files? Or even to a subset of records/variables of a dataset?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Are tabular outputs available through the RDC or is this provided to the customer by the statistical departments of the NSI (for a fee)

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Official statistics
	Issue
	Is RDC-output, that is similar to official statistics, allowed?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	It is possible (in theory) that the publication of an RDC-output that resembles official statistics of the NSI, coincides in time with that official NSI-publication. How is this dealt with?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Producing output
	Issue
	Is there a training for RDC-users? If so, how? When? By whom? How much?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	What documentation of the output is asked of the researcher that produces the RDC-output?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Are there restrictions on the size or on the number of outputs? 

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Checking
	Issue
	Is all RDC-output checked, or only a sub sample? If so, what sample?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Is RDC-output checked before or after it is released to the researcher?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	What is the timeframe in which an output is checked? Is there a commitment made to RDC-users?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Is output only checked for statistical disclosure, or for quality as well?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Different approaches
	Issue
	Is there a difference in the checking of output that is produced by different RDC-channels (On Site safe room, the running of a Remote Execution job, Remote Access to a virtual-RDC)?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Are different types of output divided into categories for checking?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Is output from researchers inside the NSI checked differently from output from researchers outside of the NSI?

What is meant with ‘output from researchers inside the NSI’? Results published by NSI researcher in their own scientific paper? Or output produced by RDC-user that is also an NSI researcher?


	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Checkers

	Issue
	Describe the checkers. Number of checkers, skills, education, qualification, motivation, only SDC-staff or staff from statistical departments as well.

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	How is consistency across all checkers guaranteed? In other words, how is the objectivity of the output-checking guaranteed?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Disclosure

	Issue
	What happens when an RDC-output does not pass the check? Is it simply rejected, or is it corrected/adapted by the NSI or ..?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Who is held responsible when a breach of confidentiality occurs? The NSI or the researcher or..? What are the (possible) penalties?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Management issues
	Issue
	What are the costs for access to the RDC and for the checking of output (direct and indirect) and how are these costs funded (what is charged to the users, what is sponsored by the NSI or others..)

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Who decides upon the issues regarding disclosure control?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Unpopular outputs

Status of research/researchers

Rules
	Issue
	Is there a difference in the rules that checkers actually use and the rules as they are explained to the researchers?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	What thresholds are used? Is there a difference between thresholds used for RDC-output and thresholds used for official statistics?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Are all variables and datasets treated equally?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


	Issue
	Is there any amount of discretion in using the rules? Are there only general guidelines to be used wisely or rules that cannot be deviated from?

	Choice made?
	

	Why?
	

	Benefits?
	

	Downsides?
	


Can outputs be safe
Summary plus references
Anything else?
	
	Are there other general comments you would like to add?

	
	


