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ESSNet-SDC, 5-6 June 2008, Wiesbaden

Comments on

Handbook on Statistical Disclosure Control
(Version 1.01)

Within the CENEX-project, Statistics Sweden gave comments on a previous version of the handbook. Since then, work has been done within the agency in order to improve knowledge on SDC among staff and, in particular, to improve and standardize the process of assessing risk in tables and apply suitable methods for their protection. 
In this work, we have seen the usefulness of the handbook as an excellent and thorough review of methods. In addition, we have seen the need for Statistics Sweden to build a framework for handling SDC concerns in tables. Within this framework, the handbook is central, but without such a framework it is difficult to make proper use of the handbook. As we see it, it is not feasible to put the handbook in the hands of the staff responsible for protecting tables (or micro data) without defining a process for the work to be done and a structure that will help the staff in the decisions to be made.

Because of this, rather than giving comments on the text in the handbook, we prefer to briefly describe how we believe the handbook could be used and we hope that this will give some useful input to the current ESSNet-project.
The process of SDC in tables
We have chosen to describe the process of statistical disclosure control in tables in three main steps: 
· Assessment of 

· the risk of disclosure

· the risk of harm or damage
· Protection of table

· Assessing quality
The process is described in detail in an internal PM, focused on agency specific procedures. The process should be considered as iterative and as a component of the bigger process of producing tables. When the process is completed, there are two possible outcomes: the quality is acceptable and the table is delivered or published, or the quality is not acceptable in which case the overall design of the table has to be reconsidered.

An important part of the process is to document the choices and actions taken, but we have not considered this question within the current work since that is part of a larger ongoing documentation project at Statistics Sweden. 
In order to supply the staff with a standardized structure meant as a guide in making correct choices for the risk assessment and protection of tables, we have defined a hierarchy of conditions that are relevant for Statistics Sweden and should be considered in the process. 
Two major conditions give four alternatives by which the process can be “entered”:
· Type of table
· Frequency
· Magnitude
· Type of data
· Full population
· Sample survey
Other conditions are then added:

· Frequency table, full population
· Key variables
· Key and target variables
· Frequency table, sample survey
· Key variables

· Key and target variables
· Magnitude table, full population
· Non-negative magnitudes
· Negative magnitudes

· Magnitude table, sample survey
· Non-negative magnitudes

· Negative magnitudes

Other aspects are added where appropriate, for example type of target object (individuals/households or businesses/organizations), variable properties (hierarchical, geographical, etc), non-response, and linked tables.
The different categories of tables defined by the conditions above have different risk scenarios and lead to specific choices of methods. We have made no attempt to describe the methods; instead the handbook is used. Whenever there is a need for it, there are links to relevant sections of the handbook, sometimes in combination with links to other relevant texts. For some scenarios, we are unable at this point to give a method or computer-aid, but we consider this work as an ongoing process and the PM will be revised continuously. 
We certainly do not claim the above to be an optimal description of the process or an exhaustive classification of tables, but we see this as a starting point and as a possible way of handling SDC at the national level.
Final remark
We would like to close with a few remarks on the contents of the handbook. Clearly, we find it very well written and useful. The only drawback is the extent of the text, over 200 pages. This is not optimal for a handbook. One way of handling this would be, if possible, to put parts that are more in-depth in appendices. Another way could be to separate micro- and macro data, or at least make it possible to download the chapters separately. 

In the introductory chapter, there is a section entitled An approach to Statistical Disclosure Control, and in the chapter on micro data, there is a section where the approach is revisited and a section on disclosure risk scenarios. Following the above discussion, we believe these parts deserve some more attention (maybe a chapter of its own) and that also the chapters on tabular data would benefit from a similar approach. Of course, there are many national aspects on which approach to take, but such a chapter could still discuss and guide the NSI:s on how to “bring the handbook home”.
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