
Barteld Braaksma (b.braaksma@cbs.nl)
Innovation Manager, Statistics Netherlands (CBS)

Is there a future for statistical surveys?

Surveyföreningens jubileumkonferens
Statistikfrämjandet

Stockholm, 16 October 2024



2

What is CBS (Statistics Netherlands)?

Two (three) offices- or twenty?

• Established 1899, 5 employees at Binnenhof
• 1949-1973: 23 locations in The Hague
• 1973-2008: Voorburg
• 2008-now : Leidschenveen
• 1974-now : Heerlen

• Since 10-10-10: Bonaire

Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek
• 1982: 3600 employees
• 2024: 2000 employees

Bonaire 
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Mission of the European Statistical System

“We provide the European Union, the 
world and the public with independent
high quality information on the 
economy and society on European, 
national and regional levels and make 
the information available to everyone 
for decision-making purposes, research 
and debate.”

➢Presupposes availability of adequate data sources (NOT necessarily surveys!)
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From surveys via admin data to big data

Targeted data 
collection;

pre-determined 
questionnaires 

and sample 

D
ata in

tegratio
n

Structured data 
collected by 

governments;
but not for 

statistical purposes

Usually not collected for 
statistical purposes;

high volume, velocity, variety

 

sample surveys

1900 2000

admin data

big data
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Alternatives to surveys
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Access to government registers by CBS 



Where is everybody during a typical Tuesday?

❖ Municipality level
❖ Red is increasing
❖ Blue is decreasing
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Mobile phone use- emergency law neededMobile phone use- OK, we create a lawMobile phone use- concerns from publicMobile phone use- concerns from operatorMobile phone use- concerns from AP
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Many issues with surveys…
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• PAPI -> CAPI -> CATI -> CAWI -> CAMI
• Tendency to cheaper modes
• Decreasing response rates
• How to find respondents?
• How to motivate respondents?
• CATI under pressure

• Data collection and processing takes time
• Timeliness becomes more important than accuracy
• Less costly alternatives
• ‘Race to the bottom’

Are surveys still feasible?
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Decreasing appetite to contribute

Concerns about CBS-
project that aims to 
increase equality on 

labour market

‘It is not OK to divide 
people in ethnic groups’

Goal: describe diversity of 
employees of Utrecht University
(reduce discrimination)
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Big Tech is taking over
Facebook COVID19 symptoms survey

Publicly Available Aggregated Data
•Aggregated US survey data are made available to 
the public by Carnegie Mellon University’s Delphi 
Research Group.
•Aggregated non-US survey data are made available 
to the public by University of Maryland.
Request Access to Non-Aggregated Data for 
Research Purposes

Could we collaborate with them?
https://dataforgood.fb.com/docs/covid19/

https://cmu-delphi.github.io/delphi-epidata/api/covidcast.html
https://covidmap.umd.edu/api.html
https://dataforgood.fb.com/docs/covid19/
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Nobel Prize 2024 for Physics for neural network research

Nobel Prize 2024 for Chemistry for 3D molecule structures using AI

Nobel Prize 2024 for Literature for a novel written by ChatGPT

Can we use AI with surveys?

- Input: Explain questions

- Throughput: AI-enhanced processing

- Output: Find results (StatGPT)

Surveys on AI use and perception

AI is taking over
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Many opportunities for surveys



@HBS >An app-assisted approach for the Household Budget Survey

Going Mobile

‘Trusted Smart Surveys’ 
(Eurostat)

Household Budget Survey 
(experimental)
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Collaborations and citizen engagement

National Bicycle 
Counting Week 
using an app 
(40 thousand 
participants)

Can we turn this 
into statistics?
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Yes we can!
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Rapid Survey Systems (apps, sensors, …)

Quality control for other data sources

Training data for machine learning algorithms

Focus on what secondary sources cannot do
(attitudes, perceptions and sentiments)

Combine quantitative and qualitative analysis
(follow up survey with interview)

New roles for surveys?
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• Non-probability sampling

• Small area estimates

• Nowcasting

• Integration techniques

• Machine learning

…All possible within the survey realm

Embrace advanced methods 
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1. The complexity of economic, social and environmental 
phenomena has risen (…)

2. Capturing such phenomena in statistics and indicators 
based on direct observations with established methods of 
censuses, surveys and administrative data has become 
increasingly difficult (…)

3. Things are not becoming simpler with new sources, 
combined with AI, entering the picture (…)

4. The question arises whether there are any criteria, 
implicit or explicit in the form of guidelines, that would help 
judging (…)

What is acceptable?
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- Surveys typically start from a statistical philosophy
- What do we want to measure? What is the target population? Which 

concepts to define? How to process? How to characterize quality? …

- Well-established methods, language and tradition

- Philosophy remains relevant when dealing with other 
sources, methods etc may change

- How to transpose the philosophy to data science and AI?
- TSE approach for machine learning (Puts & Daas, under construction)?

Do it ‘the survey way’
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Data integration and multi-source statistics



23

Is the time of statistics over?

By combining the best 
of both worlds
Statistics Netherlands

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/jan
/19/crisis-of-statistics-big-data-democracy

(National Statistician UK)

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/jan/19/crisis-of-statistics-big-data-democracy
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2017/jan/19/crisis-of-statistics-big-data-democracy


Measuring innovation via websites
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Then a beta product: 
Innovation in small businesses

First a students’ assignment

Based on data from 500,000 SMEs
(CIS: 10,000 non-SMEs)

Now a project for the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs

➢ Goals

✓ Better view of innovation 

landscape

✓ Better targeting of subsidies

➢ Project focused on two pilots

✓ Energy transition-related 

innovation (North of NL)

✓ University spin-offs 

(Eindhoven region)

➢ Joint work with

Many spin-offs

https://www.cbs.nl/en-gb/our-services/innovation/project/innovation-in-small-businesses


Statistical description of online platforms

• No population frame existed
• Created through analysis of websites
• Then: survey among identified companies



A roadmap to multi-source statistics
© Marie Haldorson, SCB

2025-26 2027

2030

20292028

Processes Data knowledge 

Methods / 

Design

User needs / 

Statistical & 

Data 

leadership

Change management - Culture

HLG-MOS 
as a driver 
for change

New 
capabilities
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Common European Data Spaces
What about surveys?
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Sources Users

Infrastructure

Governance What 
role(s) for 
surveys?

Interoperability
Agreements
‘Data Market’

What is a Data Space?
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Common European Data Spaces
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The European Health Data Space

Provisional agreement on a new law

Provisional agreement on a new law

Health Data 
Access Body

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/03/15/european-health-data-space-council-and-parliament-strike-provisional-deal/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2024/03/15/european-health-data-space-council-and-parliament-strike-provisional-deal/
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(80 pages)
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Synthetic data in official statistics (EU-SILC, 2014)
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Concluding remarks
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Hal Varian ‘on workers and managers’

I keep saying the sexy job in the next ten years will 
be statisticians (…) 

Because now we really do have essentially free and 
ubiquitous data. So the complimentary scarce factor 
is the ability to understand that data and extract 
value from it.

I think statisticians are part of it. (…) Managers need 
to be able to access and understand the data 
themselves.

• Chief economist
at Google

• Emeritus professor 
at Berkeley

The McKinsey Quarterly, Januari 2009:
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❖ Surveys are here to stay

❖ But innovation is a must

❖ If you can’t beat them, join them

❖ Non-statistical questions become more important
➢ Governance, ethical, legal, perception, alternative facts, …

❖ Yes, there is a future for surveys

❖ And it looks different from the past

Is there a future for statistical surveys?
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