COEURE workshop on
“Developments of data and methods for economic research”
Université libre de Bruxelles, July 2-3, 2015
Final report

Rapporteurs : Stefan Bergheimer and Estelle Cantillon

Contents
Objectives of the workshop ..................................................................................................................... 2
Scientific Committee ............................................................................................................................... 2
Programme .............................................................................................................................................. 2
Minutes of the workshop ......................................................................................................................... 5
Session 1: Organizing data access for research ................................................................................... 5
Session 2: Researcher-generated databases ......................................................................................... 7
Session 3: Data generation in (quasi)controlled environments ........................................................... 9
Session 4: Data standards and cross-country datasets ....................................................................... 10
Session 5: The changing face of research-policy and research-private sector collaborations ........... 12
Session 6: Panel on the implications of the developments in data and methods in economics for
research funding ................................................................................................................................ 14
Session 7: Big Data: Definition, challenges and opportunities ......................................................... 16
Session 8: How will big data change econometrics?......................................................................... 16
List of participants ................................................................................................................................. 18
Speakers’ bios ....................................................................................................................................... 19

1

Objectives of the workshop
The “data and methods” workshop is one of 12 thematic workshops that were organized to assess the
state of the art in economic research. Its objective is to explore developments and prospects (1) in the
production, funding, access and use of data for economic research and policy, and (2) in the methods
of inquiry used in economic research. The workshop brought together high level scientists, representatives of statistical offices and other producers of data, research funders as well as policy-makers to
discuss these issues, identify good practices and derive recommendations for European research and
research infrastructure funding.

Scientific Committee
Estelle Cantillon (ULB and COEURE), Christine De Mol (ULB), Bram De Rock (ULB),
Domenico Giannone (Federal Reserve Bank of New York), Georg Kirchsteiger (ULB) and
Laszlo Matyas (Central European University and COEURE).

Programme
Thursday July 2
8:30 - 9:00

WELCOME COFFEE

9:00 - 9:15

Welcome, description of objectives of COEURE and of the day, Estelle Cantillon (ULB)
and Marianne Paasi (European Commission, DG RTD)

9:15 - 11:20

Session 1: Organizing data access for research (Chair: Estelle Cantillon)

Issues to be addressed: Two key sources of new data on which recent economic research draws are
linked individual or firm-level administrative data, and private datasets. Protocols for secure access, deidentifying and confidentiality are essential. What are the keys to the Scandinavian success in making
quality administrative data available to researchers? How transposable are these models to other countries, and to other types of confidential data (financial data, private data, …)? What are the remaining
limitations? Is the European legal framework adequate? What are the implications for funding mechanisms?
Speakers: Roberto Barcellan (Eurostat, decentralized remote access to confidential micro-data), Caterina Calsamiglia (CEMFI) and Frederic Udina (Statistical Institute of Catalonia) for the Catalan
case / education data, Vigdis Kvalheim (Norway Social Science Data Service), Luke Sibieta (IFS and
UK Administrative Data Research Network)
11:20 - 11:40

COFFEE BREAK

11:40 - 13:00

Session 2: Researcher-generated databases (Chair: Bram De Rock)

Issues to be addressed: Partly in response to frustration with cross-country comparison of data or simply
lack of centrally collected data, a number of databases have been created and made public by teams of
researchers. What are the benefits and costs of such researcher-generated databases? To what extent
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have they been adopted by other researchers? How are they funded? Should funders impose conditions
such as methodologies, quality and open access? How can their survival be organized?
Speakers: Julia Lane (New York University), Arie Kapteyn (University of Southern California), Guglielmo Weber (University of Padua)
13:00 - 14:10

LUNCH

14:10 - 15:30

Session 3: Data generation in (quasi)controlled environments (chair: Georg Kirchsteiger)

Issues to be addressed: These past 20-30 years have seen the development of new datasets generated in
controlled or quasi-controlled environments: lab experiments, field experiments, randomized controlled
trials, and more recently biomedical (neuro-imaging) data. What have these new types of data allowed
us to discover that other more traditional datasets had missed? How robust are the results generated
from these data? To what extent can such methods be used for policy design? Can such datasets be useful beyond the specific research project they were designed for? How?
Speakers: Bruno Crépon (CREST and JPAL) and Colin Camerer (Cal Tech)
15:30 - 15:50

COFFEE BREAK

15:50 - 18:00

Session 4: Data standards and cross-country datasets (chair: Bram De Rock)

Issues to be addressed : Cross-country variations in data standards and data definition are big obstacles
to multi-country research and comparative analyses that are nevertheless crucial for better understanding the scope for replicability of policies across borders (is the experience of country X relevant for
country Y?). Are researchers’ needs different from other users of such data? What are the main obstacles to greater data comparability? Where does Europe stand relative to the US? Is there need for greater coordination? What are interesting developments in multi-country quality datasets and what are their
success drivers? How are they funded? What new insights have such quality multi-country datasets
generated (or could generate)?
Speakers: Roberto Barcellan (Eurostat) on the G20 data gap initiative, Peter Bøegh-Nielsen (Statistics
Denmark) on two int’l projects for harmonized datasets, Laszlo Halpern (Hungarian Academy of Science and coordinator of MAPCOMPETE), Joseph Tracy (NY Fed) on international banking data,
Lisa Wright (Bureau Van Dijk, Zephus) on creating reliable international firm-level merger data.

Friday July 3
8:45 - 9:00

COFFEE

9:00 - 10:30

Session 5: The changing face of research-policy / research private sector collaborations
(chair: Estelle Cantillon)

Issues to discuss: Researchers have long been involved in policy as ex-post evaluators (policy assessment) or as advisors but new, more collaborative models of interactions are emerging where researchers
and policy-makers are partnering, with the benefits of access to data and possibly funding for the former
and quality advice for the latter (such partnerships are also developing between researchers and dataintensive firms such as Yahoo, Microsoft, Google, and financial exchanges to name just a few). What
are the implications of these developments for the type of research being carried out, or for the organisation of this research? What are the benefits and risks? (e.g. in terms of scientific integrity and independence, data confidentiality and thus non replicability of the results, …). What impact is this likely to
have for the current “publication as quality certification” model?
Speakers: Liran Einav (Stanford), Asim Khwaja (Harvard) and Markus Moebius (Microsoft)
10:30 - 10:45

COFFEE BREAK
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10:45 - 12:00
Session 6: Panel on the implications of the developments in data and methods in economics for research funding (chair: Véronique Halloin, Head of the Belgian French-speaking Research Fund
(FNRS))
Participants: Dominik Sobczak (European Commission, DG RTD), Angelika Kalt (Swiss National
Science Foundation) and Paul Sanderson (Economic and Social Research Council, UK)
12:00 - 13:00

LUNCH

13:00 - 14:00

Session 7: Big data: Definition, challenges and opportunities (chair: Christine De Mol)

Issues to be addressed: What is big data, where has it or is it expected to emerge in economics, and how
is it likely to change economics? What are examples of big data applications delivering fundamentally
new research insights? What are the challenges? How is Europe positioned to take advantage of big data?
Speakers: Sendhil Mullainathan (Harvard) and Lucrezia Reichlin (London Business School)
14:00 - 14:15

COFFEE BREAK

14:15 - 16:15

Session 8: How will big data change econometrics? (chair: Domenico Giannone)

Issues to be addressed: What challenges do high dimensionality data create for econometrics? What
developments in methods are needed to address them? What are the implications of big data for model
fit and model selection? What progress can be expected in dimensionality reduction? Is there a common
ground to be found between the standard econometric approach and the need to let the data speak?
What synergies may arise with statistics, computer sciences and other disciplines?
Confirmed speakers: Eric Gautier (Toulouse), Jeff Wooldridge (Michigan State University),
Herman van Dijk (Rotterdam)
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Minutes of the workshop
The conference started with an opening statement by Marianne Paasi (DG RTD). She explained that
research in Europe remains fragmented and that the predominantly national sources of research funding meant that topics of European relevance did not receive as much attention. COEURE has been
implemented to discuss economic research at a European level and ultimately provide research insights for policy-making at the EU level.
Estelle Cantillon (Université Libre de Bruxelles) then briefly outlined the objectives of the workshop.
The workshop aims at exploring the developments and prospects in the production, funding, access
and use of data for economic research, and in the methods of inquiry used in economics. All types of
data are concerned: administrative, private, researcher-collected, researcher-generated data. The subject is broad and the audience is diverse. Discussion and reactions from the audience are therefore all
the more appreciated to confront the different perspectives.

Session 1: Organizing data access for research
The first session was dedicated to data access, with a focus on administrative data. These data are a
rich source for research but their access should be properly organized to maintain their confidentiality.
Different models are (or are being put in place) in different countries. The goal of the session was to
better understand their strengths and weaknesses and especially their transposability in other countries.
The first speaker was Vigdis Kvalheim who is the Deputy Director of the Norwegian Social Science
Data Services (NSD). Scandivanian countries are leaders in providing access to de-identified microdata. The models of access differ across countries but do share a number of facilitating factors:
1. Collecting data for statistical purposes has a long-standing tradition in the Nordic countries.
As a result, those countries now possess an infrastructure for data management and a first rate
legal framework to organize access (every relevant law has a provision to ensure access).
2. Many data registers (e.g. health, tax) cover the entire population and can be linked thanks to a
unique personal identification number for each citizen.
3. Society sees a value in analysing these data: analyses based on these data have had a big impact on policy-making.
4. A trusted and sustainable research infrastructure, like the NSD in Norway, is of utmost importance. Norway combines some of the strictest protection of personal data with the highest
level of access.
She described in detail the Norwegian model of access which consists of both mediated access
(through NSD) and direct access to Statistics Norway’s data. In both cases, the researcher can use the
data on his/her own site. Currently NSD serves around 1,200-1,400 projects per year whereas Statistics Norway serves about 250 projects in direct access. She described the pros and cons of each mode
of access. Mediated access (through NSD) is a specificity of Norway. Its value added lies in the establishment of procedures for access that safeguard personal information while allowing for a relatively
extensive use of individual data.
She discussed two ongoing developments. The first one is a pan-Scandinavian initiative, NordForsk, to
facilitate the use of all Nordic registers for research purposes. Indeed, cross Nordic register research is
still rare due to the lack of data harmonization, the need to go through the authorization process in
each country, and the differing legal, technical and organisational practices. The idea is to converge to
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a common application and agreement for data transfer, with remote access as the main channel. The
second development is the introduction of remote access in Norway (Remote Access Infrastructure for
Register Data, RAIRD). The objective is to increase research on data from administrative registers, by
facilitating access (including by foreign-based researchers) and reducing the costs of serving researchers’ requests.
After the presentation, a participant raised concerns about the potential misuse of confidential data and
asked whether there were any incidences in the past. Vigdis Kvalheim told the audience that she could
not report any significant misuse regarding privacy rights. The greater problem is researchers’ use of
the data for further studies that had not been authorized.
Roberto Barcellan (Eurostat) talked about decentralized remote access to confidential micro-data
which was recently put in place at Eurostat. Confidential micro-data available at Eurostat are data
coming from surveys such as the Labour Force Survey. The main motivation for introducing remote
access is that on site data access (in Luxemburg) is proving to be too big a barrier for researchers. He
described the existing European legal framework for access to confidential data for research (Regulation 557/2013). It is a two-step procedure where the research entity has first to be recognized and then
has to submit a research proposal. 448 research projects were granted access in 2014, mostly in labour
market and social studies. Current developments at Eurostat include the creation of new datasets, public use files, automatic processing of requests, and decentralized and remote access to confidential data
(DARA). All these initiatives should speed up and facilitate access to data for researchers.
Luke Sibieta (Institute of Fiscal Studies) talked about the efforts in the UK to increase access and use
of administrative data. Greater use of administrative and linked data could both benefit society and
researchers. He cited the tax system and education as examples where research using administrative
data has had a significant impact on policies in the UK. However, negotiating access had often been a
lengthy procedure due to legal, cultural and institutional barriers. Different forms of data access exist
(secure transfer to researchers, virtual access or dedicated secure environments). Data linkage remains
almost impossible in the UK. However things are changing. The two main drivers of this change of
attitude are the perceived benefits of research on linked data (as exemplified by the tax and education
studies mentioned above) and the concern that the UK may be losing out in research if it does not
grant access to data to its researchers. As a result, the UK Administrative Data Research Network was
established in 2014 with funding from the Economic and Social Research Council to foster the access
and use of de-identified linked administrative data. An administrative data service (ADS) and four
administrative data centres (ADRCs) were set up at the end of 2014. ADS negotiates for access to
datasets and trains researchers. The ADRCs provide the secure access to linked data from the government departments and agencies owning the data. Things therefore look promising even though
challenges remain, namely legal barriers, social acceptance, willingness of data owners to share data
and the feasibility of linkage (the UK does not have national ID numbers).
A participant raised concern about the current requirement in the UK to delete datasets after five years.
This limits replicability and is thus a problem for research. Luke Sibieta confirmed that this is indeed a
legal requirement and it would require a change in the legal framework to allow longer storage.
Caterina Calsamiglia (CEMFI) talked about her experience securing access to linked administrative
and school choice data in Catalunya, where there was no tradition of researcher access to such data
and no systematic organization and storage of some of these data. Local authorities initially showed no
interest for her research project and were reluctant to provide data. Her experience serves as a case
study for other researchers who want to access administrative data. First, one should take every possi-
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ble path to the data. Ultimately, she got the data when “threatening” to talk to the media. She recommended involving the local authorities as soon as possible by presenting findings, providing technical
assistance, and getting them interested in what could be learned from the data. Her project eventually
required linking her data with census data for which she benefitted from a supportive new head of the
Catalan Statistical Office (Idescat). Her research required putting in place protocols for data access at
Idescat. The contracts were carefully crafted to guarantee that all participants felt secure. When getting
other administrations involved, it turned out to be crucial that the research had clear policy implications and that the advice was provided for free.
After recalling the changing environment and demands on public statistics, Frederic Udina (Institute
d’Estadística de Catalunya - Idescat) described recent developments in providing access to confidential data to researchers in Catalunya. Even though the big surveys like LFS or EU-SILC are conducted
at the national level, Idescat is responsible for administering key administrative data from the region.
It benefits from its young age and small size which makes it easier for them to adapt and innovate.
Frederic Udina described the new integrated data platform (Plataforma Cerdà) Idescat is putting in
place, where new data are automatically integrated with pre-existing data, avoiding the traditional
stove-pipe model. At the same time, the Statistical Law of Catalunya is being adapted to integrate EU
regulation 557/2013 on access to confidential data for scientific purposes and Idescat is developing
partnerships with research centres such as the Barcelona Graduate School of Economics to facilitate
knowledge about existing data and its access on the basis of a win-win model.
In the subsequent general discussion, a participant asked why data access was overly constrained in
economics and the social sciences relative to other fields in science. This is especially the case for data
collected by statistical offices. One potential explanation is that the compulsory nature of the statistical
offices’ data collection requires trust (e.g. firms need to be willing to report the requested data) and
that this made statistical offices conservative about data access. On that topic, one participant regretted
the opt-out clause present in Germany that allowed some data to be withheld from potential access.
This creates potentially biased samples, eventually hurting the quality of research that can be performed. Another point of discussion concerned the role of private data providers as alternatives to
statistical offices. They may charge for access but access is usually easier and more user-friendly.

Session 2: Researcher-generated databases
The second session was devoted to researcher-generated databases. Such databases, which are made
public, are often developed by researchers when existing data are inexistent or of poor quality. The
goal of the session was to understand the strengths and weaknesses of such databases and discuss their
funding and perennity.
Julia Lane (New York University) talked about the lessons she has learned from her experiences
building data infrastructures (LEHD1, STAR METRICS, and the data enclave at the University of
Chicago to name a few): (1) identify a gap in the available data; (2) create a team, as building a database requires different skills; (3) build coalitions of people in different institutions (universities, states,
government etc.) who share the same goals, and (4) develop products like indicators, reports etc. that
show the value of the data. At the end, she also emphasized the key role of private foundations. Private
foundations are more mission-oriented, less risk averse and tend to have a longer time horizon than
public funding bodies. They also are comfortable investing in people instead of only investing in pro1

The Longitudinal Employer Household Dynamics program.
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jects. Interestingly LEHD which has been 20 years in the making is now a national statistical program,
publically funded since 2008.
Arie Kapteyn (University of Southern California) discussed his experience with the Measurement and
Experimentation in the Social Sciences project (MESS). MESS was launched in 2006 at CenterData
(Tillburg University). MESS is built around an internet panel (LISS), connected to several other
smaller panels (experiments, immigration etc.). The panel uses innovative methods (such as time use
apps or internet bathroom scales) and is more cost-effective and flexible than traditional surveys. The
resulting data are open to scientists worldwide, free of charge. Scientist can propose new questions to
be included in the survey. During its first phase (2006-13), 131 projects have been conducted in MESS
involving 85 universities and institutes around the world and Arie Kapteyn described the extensions
and developments foreseen for phase 2 (2013-2023).
Funding is a sore point however. MESS was built with infrastructure funding and its financing was not
renewed because “infrastructure is not expected to incur recurring costs.” In Arie Kapteyn’s view this
reflects a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of data infrastructure in social sciences: the
value of a panel is in observing the same people over time and so it necessarily entails recurring costs.
The lessons from MESS for research funding can be summarized as follows:
-

-

Funding should not be tied to today’s policy problems because this leads to short term funding
which is disruptive for researchers building infrastructure. In fact, funding should be granted
for a longer horizon (with periodic reviews) and focused on building infrastructure that is
linked to broad topics (e.g. ageing). If policy-makers want researchers to work on relevant
problems, they should make sure relevant data exist and is easily accessible.
Researchers should be in charge of building and maintaining data infrastructure for surveys.
Statistical agencies’ role is to collect, pool and harmonize data (the Scandinavian example)
and link survey data collected by scientists to administrative data. This will safeguard innovation and create the most value for research. As an example, Arie Kapteyn contrasted the highly successful German social science survey (run by scientists) with a similar project run by
Statistics Netherlands that is barely used by the research community.

Guglielmo Weber (University of Padua) presented the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in
Europe (SHARE), which tracks a representative sample of individuals age 50+ in different European
countries. Population aging is one of the grand demographic changes facing Europe and it is therefore
important to understand its likely impacts. Guglielmo Weber described the data collection process,
which relies on face-to-face interviews as well as the methodological challenges they faced (different
languages, different interpretations). The data is freely available to researchers; they do not allow
commercial use. SHARE can be considered a success with users in both the bio-medical and social
sciences and more than two publications based on SHARE data per year. The database is also used for
evidence-based policy making by Member States and on European and international level.
Despite this success, the main problem the project faces is its complex and unstable funding. In the
beginning, the European Commission funded (almost) the entire project whereas currently, the majority of funding must be provided by the Member States (following its recognition as a European Research Infrastructure Consortium - ERIC). This decentralized funding turned out to be very unstable
and several partners in a number of countries had to leave the SHARE project. This is highly damaging for the value of the SHARE database, as the value of a panel lies in its ability to track individuals
over time.
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The three presentations were followed by a very lively discussion. One question concerned the opportunity of charging researchers for data access since funding was so crucial (in all the researchergenerated databases presented, the data was available for free). The answer was that these data are
public goods and so their optimal price is zero. Moreover, charging for it would likely reduce usage by
a significant amount. Another discussion point was the requirement that administrative datasets provided for research purposes be deleted after a short period of time. This makes it more attractive for
researchers to collect their own data rather than using administrative data. A speaker replied that the
retention period is usually long enough to publish at least a working paper version. Collecting data that
is comparable to administrative data is not feasible and thus not an option for researchers.

Session 3: Data generation in (quasi)controlled environments
The third session was devoted to data generation in controlled and quasi-controlled environments.
Colin Camerer (California Institute of Technology) spoke about the use of laboratory experiments in
economic research. Laboratory experiments are experiments where human subjects are asked to carry
out tasks or make decisions in stylized situations designed to capture relevant features of the economic
problem of interest. By exogenously varying some of the parameters of the economic environment
they are facing, we can better understand the effects of these changes and the mechanisms through
which they work. Lab experiments have been around for many years but have been slow to gain acceptance among the economic academic community. This is no longer the case and Colin Camerer
documented the increasing importance of experimental economics in terms of publications. Experiments have also found their way to the classroom to bring theories to life. There are still room for improvement however and, in particular, he pointed to the lack of training on how to produce (experimental) data during graduate (Ph.D.) studies.
The most important contributions of experimental economics have been in the areas of decision theory, supply and demand of goods, game theory, auctions and public goods. Most lab findings have been
found to be robust to plausible variations and in most cases have been replicated many times. In his
view, there are still opportunities for development and he viewed large-scale political economy experiments (in the flavour of experimental research about the ‘poverty trap’) as one of those. There are also
interesting developments in methods for experimental economics, including eye-tracking and fMRI.
Their impact in economics will mostly depend on attention and take-up by economists.
When comparing laboratory experiments to field experiments, he first stressed that laboratory experiments are not designed to inform policy but rather to provide replicable evidence about general phenomena. Nevertheless, when the experimental design closely matches the field situation, the lab results
have usually closely replicated the field results. For him, this suggests that lab experiments and field
experiments can be complementary. Some findings are first discovered in the lab, then replicated in
the field. Likewise some findings are first discovered in field data and then dissected in lab experiments.
Bruno Crépon (ENSAE Paris Tech and J-PAL) spoke about the lessons learnt from randomized controlled trials (RCTs). RCTs are field experiments where the people being studied as randomly allocated to face one economic environment or the other (called “treatment”). The outcome enables researchers to infer causal effects of policies or more generally changes in the environment. Bruno Crépon
briefly described several studies in the US and France (mainly social programmes) that illustrated how
RCTs can be put to work to evaluate the efficiency and effectiveness of different programmes. Another field in which many RCTs are conducted is development economics. Beyond evaluating policies,
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evidence generated by RCTs has also changed the way economists think about different policies (for
example on the effectiveness of microcredit). A third use of RCTs is to test and quantify theoretical
predictions (in that sense RCTs are close to lab experiments). As an example, the speaker described
that in development aid, there was often a price for goods instead of giving them away for free. The
theory behind is that goods are only valued if they have a price. This turned out to be not the case.
Asking for money had no effect on the usage and only reduced the demand.
The subsequent discussion focused on the external validity of RCTs, ethical aspects of RCTs, and data
access. A participant raised doubts about the external validity of the results found in RCTs because the
RCTs are conducted in another environment than the actual policy (e.g. corruption may play a role in
the actual implementation but less in a RCT). Bruno Crépon acknowledged that this could be an issue.
Some participants raised concerns about the ethical aspects of RCTs. This may be important in case of
health issues. RCTs can potentially lead to conflicts within societies if they touch cultural or politically
controversies. Bruno Crépon answered that there existed strong ethical guidelines about experiments
with human beings. These are usually set at the university level. A participant asked about the availability of the data generated by lab experiments or RCTs. Colin Camerer replied that a number of journals now require the publication of the dataset. The American Economic Association has also
launched an initiative to archive RCTs. A participant also noted that laboratory experiments or RCTs
tended to be shorter (or at least the main results) and were thus relatively more published in noneconomics journals like Science or Nature.

Session 4: Data standards and cross-country datasets
Cross-country variations in data standards and data definition are big obstacles to multi-country research and comparative analyses. The objective of session 4 was to investigate recent developments in
data harmonization and their drivers.
Roberto Barcellan (Eurostat) discussed the G20 data gaps initiative. The statistical system learned
several lessons during the financial crisis: (1) there exist several data gaps. For instance, there were no
or insufficient data on real estate prices or on wealth and income distribution; (2) data were available
with delay (e.g. output data is provided with a delay of three years); (3) there was a lack of global indicators; (4) communication and systematic cooperation between statistical agencies is inadequate.
This hinders the ability of policy-makers to anticipate crises, analyse their diffusion and consequences
and devise suitable solutions. As a reaction, statistical agencies have started to collaborate more, combine data from public and private sources (data warehouse approach); in short, to transition from the
‘data collectors’ paradigm to the ‘re-users of data’ paradigm. One output is the G20 data gaps initiative, a set of 20 recommendations on the enhancement of economic and financial statistics. There is
also the Inter-Agency Group (IAG) consisting of central banks and statistical offices, which seeks to
identify areas that would benefit from interagency cooperation and coordinate work among international agencies. The main outcomes are the Principal Global Indicators that consists of different macroeconomic indicators on a global level. The speaker concluded by giving an outlook to the future
work of the G20 data gaps initiative and by briefly describing three case studies on real estate prices,
quarterly sectoral accounts and distributional information.
Peter Bøegh Nielsen (Statistics Denmark) talked about how to establish internationally harmonized
statistical databases. The main challenge when creating firm-level databases is the traditional stove
pipe production system in statistical offices, where different units work in isolation. The results are
separate databases. In order to create integrated data, statistical registers must be linked at the firm
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level. He described the organization and work of several European micro data linking projects involving different countries and data sources. He then illustrated the questions that could be addressed by
such harmonized international micro datasets by presenting case studies on SME’s and trade. At the
end, he listed the challenges related to the linking of databases. Among these, the requirement that the
identical enterprise is included in the different databases is the most important one.
László Halpern (CERS-HAS) shared the result of the FP7-funded MAPCOMPETE project (“Mapping European Competiveness”) that he coordinated. The aim of the project was to provide a thorough
assessment of data opportunities and requirements for the comparative analysis of competitiveness in
European countries. Competitiveness is frequently measured on the basis of macro variables but it is
important to recall that firms compete against each other and not countries. It is therefore crucial to
focus on firms. MAPCOMPETE defined a number of macro indicators of competitiveness as well as a
range of micro-indicators of competitiveness covering productivity, firm dynamics, international and
R&D activities and ownership. The project assessed the computability and accessibility of each indicator for each country. The speaker went on to discuss preconditions (advances in technology and methodology, opening up of official data repositories) and potential benefits (address more complex research questions, higher data quality). The main barriers to matching micro data can be grouped in
three categories: (1) factual restrictions, e.g. lack of harmonization in data definition or lack of data,
(2) technical restrictions, e.g. no common identifiers in the data, and (3) legal restrictions, e.g. data
access is restricted or matching not allowed due to privacy protection. He concluded by giving a brief
overview of other initiatives aiming at improving access to cross-country micro-level databases and
pathways to improve data.
Joseph Tracy from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York talked about the Financial Stability Board
(FSB) DataGaps Project which aims at generating a common data template for global systemically
important banks (the project builds on several recommendations of the G20 data gap initiative described by Roberto Barcellan). He first reminded the audience about the pre-crisis data environment,
which was largely focused on the safety of domestic banks (micro-prudential approach). Even there,
several data gaps already existed such as the inability of banks to compute their exposure to Lehman
Brothers during its default. As the financial system became increasingly global, the existing data structures to supervise financial markets turned out to be inadequate. To produce more relevant data, the
FSB DataGaps initiative created a data hub at the Bank of International Settlements where all home
supervisors submit their data. The data now cover the structure and interconnections in the global financial network in order to identify risk concentration and potential spill-overs (measures of microand macro-prudential risk). Joseph Tracy described the kind of questions the project needed to address. For example in terms of frequency of data reporting, there were tensions between monitoring
supervisors who considered that a less frequent data collection was adequate and agencies mandated
with crisis management who pushed for higher frequencies to ensure that banks had the capability to
report at a high frequency during a crisis. A big challenge was to overcome the reluctance of national
supervisors to share their data. It turned out to be important to follow the principle that the national
supervisors still ‘own’ their data and there is no direct access to the pooled data, only reports are
shared between supervisors. Beyond that, the database is reciprocal meaning that they only receive
reports if they share their data. The speaker concluded by briefly describing the organization and responsibilities of the data hub. The project will reach its last phase in 2016.
The session ended with the presentation of Lisa Wright (Bureau van Dijk). Bureau van Dijk (BvD) is
a private firm that provides information and business intelligence. One of its products is Zephyr, a
database that provides harmonized data on all M&A transactions in the world. She described the chal-
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lenges for data collection that they are confronted with. A transaction involving two public companies
does not pose any difficulties because it follows formal information rules set by the stock exchanges.
If a private company buys a public company (or vice versa), the data availability depends on the rules
of the stock exchange and on the transaction value and stake. For the case in which a private company
buys another private company, data availability depends on the local legislation. For its data, BvD
relies on official sources as well as news services. She described how primary information about an
M&A deal was treated so as to create reliable and complete records, that are consistent across countries. To ensure reliability and accuracy, BvD employs external information providers that have local
expertise. Interestingly BvD is both a user of data from statistical agencies and a supplier to statistical
agencies.
The plenary debate that followed the presentations focused on the quality of data and statistical services. One participant noted the low quality of Eurostat data and reported technical problems with
their databases, especially in comparison with the Federal Reserve who maintains a user-friendly statistical database (FRED). He concluded that macroeconomic research was therefore difficult with European data. Roberto Barcellan (Eurostat) acknowledged the current limitations even though they are
working on data visualization and some of these other technical issues. Their current focus is data
harmonization. Another participant noted that the push for data harmonization was all very good but
worried that the fact that it was solely policy driven could lead to yet again a failure to predict the next
crisis because the relevant data were not collected. A panellist answered that, while data gaps could of
course prevent us from predicting the next crisis, the main reason for our inability to predict crises is
that reports will overlook the relevant data. The data for policy use is in its nature very sensitive and
access must to be restricted, limiting its usefulness for research. Another participant wanted to know to
what extent statistical offices were prepared for the future crisis which the participant saw in the insurance and pension market. A speaker expressed his hope that the data hub at the BIS would be extended
in this direction and said that preliminary work was undertaken.

Session 5: The changing face of research-policy and research-private sector
collaborations
Researchers have long been involved in policy as ex-post evaluators (policy assessment) or as advisors
but new, more collaborative models of interactions are emerging where researchers and policy-makers
are partnering, with the benefits of access to data and possibly funding for the former and quality advice for the latter. Likewise such partnerships are also developing between researchers and dataintensive firms such as Yahoo, Microsoft, Google, and financial exchanges to name just a few. The
goal of session 5 was to identify the implications of these developments for the type of research being
carried out or for the organisation of this research, as well as discuss the benefits and risks involved in
these developments (e.g. in terms of scientific integrity and independence, data confidentiality and
thus non replicability of the results, …).
Asim Khwaja (Harvard University) offered his perspective on the changing relationship between
researchers and policy makers in the context of research in development economics. There has been a
significant increase in the number of empirically rigorous studies (such as RCTs) in the recent past but
he noted their failure to actually influence policies or to deliver the expected results once implemented
“for real.” He saw five reasons for this. First, many research questions are not directly relevant to policy needs. Second, research findings may not generalize to other contexts than the one in which they
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were generated. Third, proposed solutions are not always comprehensive and in particular fail to account for incentives of stakeholders. Fourth, most research studies are designed as one-time evaluations without built-in mechanisms to readjust given the observed results. This makes them less useful
for actual implementation. Fifth, much of the existing research is solution-driven rather than problemdriven: it seeks to identify the problem that the solution the researchers have in mind addresses. Khwaja presented the ‘Smart policy design’ approach that he and colleagues at the Harvard Kennedy School
of Government have developed in response to these concerns. Their proposed approach takes the “design dimension” of policy seriously by applying both theory and data and anticipating, from the very
beginning, the need for continuous redesign in the face of new information. He illustrated this approach with a recent project on education in Pakistan. He had four recommendations for successful
research–policy collaborations: (1) Be truly problem-driven, (2) Build trust: this requires genuine engagement on all sides (instead of simply viewing the partner as a data stream); (3) Allow for longer
term relationships with multiple research outputs rather than one-off projects; (4) Avoid “Consulting
relationships”, which means that it is best if the researcher has its own funds and the partners contribute resources as well.
Liran Einav (Stanford University) talked about private sector collaborations in economic research. He
first documented the rise in proprietary data used in published research. He then described some of his
own research projects using proprietary data from different industries. These projects illustrate common themes and issues he saw when working with private proprietary data. First, relationships are
essential. The project needs an inside cheer-leader to be successful. One also needs to understand that
there will be some constraint on research topics when working with private data. There will also always be some risks that the partner pulls out or veto publication but good relationships can help. Second, all of these research projects with private data were financed by public grants and Einav viewed
the independence that such public funding brought as an advantage. Third, access to private data tends
to be more effort intensive. These data are initially collected for the needs of the business, not for research. This means that it may not cover all the variables one would want and that their formatting
may not be optimized for research use. Einav predicted that greater use of private data in economics
will lead to larger research teams. Einav concluded by stressing that, despite all the challenges with
private data, there were no good public substitutes for such data and that the rewards from such data
were worth the risks for the researchers and the costs in terms of lack of reproducibility. He predicted
that standard practices will emerge as more researchers figure out their own ways to this type of data.
Markus Moebius (Microsoft Research Lab) spoke about the empirical economics program at Microsoft Research. Microsoft Research Labs fund basic research in computer science and social sciences through their in-house team of researchers or their visiting researcher program. Their in-house researchers are free to choose their research agenda but one of the benefits of working at MSR is access
to unique proprietary data. MSR is also facilitating access to their data by external researchers through
specific programs. As with all proprietary data, there are issues: datasets are very large, some data are
very sensitive and access requires specific permissions, datasets are largely unstructured and poorly
documented, the format frequently changes, and data get deleted after a while. These require suitable
software and skills to work with them. Moebius argued that these challenges have limited economists’
use of the data. As an illustration of the potential of these data, he presented an article using browsing
data to analyse the question whether news aggregators (e.g. Google News) are complements or substitutes for news consumption. He concluded by describing how the empirical economics program at
MSR works and stressing Microsoft’s interest in having innovative research carried out on the basis of
their data.
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In the subsequent discussion, the discussion mainly revolved around the question of how to assess the
quality of research when data are not available for replication. Khwaja argued that the project partners
(firms, public institutions) were interested in accurate results alleviating the problem of purposeful
cheating. He also suggested that an independent researcher could be granted access to the data before
publication. Einav did not think that the quality of research might be harmed by not having the possibility of replicating results. Replication might be helpful but it is not necessary. He said that other
types of empirical fraud (‘cooking’ results etc.) were a greater concern. Moebius agreed and added
that similar databases could be used as a substitute for replication.
Another participant noted that some universities do not allow their researchers to sign non-disclosure
agreements and wanted to know how the speakers dealt with issues like this. Einav agreed that this
was a problem and that he found himself in continuous struggle with the legal office of his university.
Khwaja said that, in his experience, legal constraints coming from his partners, regarding the form and
time of publication and regarding the results that are presented, were a much bigger constraint.

Session 6: Panel on the implications of the developments in data and methods in economics for research funding
Véronique Halloin (FNRS) introduced the panel. Funders are key actors of research and they need to
be able to accompany developments, including changes in research support needs, in the different
disciplines. She raised a number of questions that she hoped the panel could address, namely whether
data standards should be imposed on researchers collecting their own data, whether funders should
fund individual researchers collecting their data or data infrastructure, the consequences of new
sources of data for research and research funding, whether researchers should provide input to data
definitions of statistical agencies, the tension between open access and confidential data, the future of
neuroeconomics and other data-related initiatives at the interface with other disciplines, which are
often a challenge for funding agencies.
Dominik Sobczak (European Commission) talked about research funding at the EU level. Within the
“Horizon 2020 – Framework program for Research and Innovation”, data projects fall in the category
of “Research Infrastructures.” The goals are to develop new world-class research infrastructures and to
integrate existing national and regional research infrastructures. For the latter, the greatest challenge to
data integration and data exchange is the comparability of data. Sobczak highlighted several specificities of social science and humanities data: the prevalence of subjective or even objective data subject
to different interpretations (including concepts like unemployment which varies across European
countries), the diversity of tools and methods used for analysis, and the relatively low cost of collection. He also discussed a few implications of these specificities: the commonality of conflicting results
– even based on the same data, the need for flexibility to research needs, the importance of standards
for comparability. According to him, the potential for “big data” is still largely unexplored in social
sciences and humanities. He stressed that research infrastructures need a constant financial support to
be sustainable. For this reason, research infrastructures need to demonstrate their impact on policy
formulation, society and economy. As a positive example in that respect, the speaker mentioned the
‘Macroeconomic model database’ that turns out to be useful for policy design.
Paul Sanderson (Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC), UK) discussed the impact of ‘Big
Data’ on the way research is funded in the UK. ESRC wants to ensure the independence of research
and to promote collaboration between researchers and data providers. Furthermore, it wants to develop
the skills necessary for “Big data” projects. These goals are pursued by several initiatives. A first initi-
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ative is the creation of the Administrative Data Research Network (which Luke Sibieta discussed in
session 1) whose goal is to facilitate access to administrative data, and the associated setting up of an
Administrative Data Service and four Administrative Data Research Centres (ADRCs) as points of
entry and service for researchers working with these data. A second initiative, which started in February 2014, is the creation of Business and Local Government Data Research Centres which enable and
facilitate academic research access to specific business and local government data. Their next big initiative will likely focus on social media and real time analytics. Sanderson also briefly outlined efforts
of the ESRC to develop understanding and capabilities to make the most of Big Data (National Centre
for Research Methods, Centre for Doctoral Training in New forms of Data). On the question of governance of the different centres mentioned in the presentation, Sanderson said that such centres were
funded but not run by ESRC and that their funding was the result of a competition between different
universities.
Angelika Kalt (Swiss National Science Foundation) presented the SNSF’s perspective on data. From
the SNSF’s perspective, data and results must be reproducible to ensure the effectiveness of funding
and scientific integrity, and there are ongoing discussions about how to store the data that the agency
has funded. While noting the tension between SNSF’s strong bottom up funding tradition (about 80%
of the funded research is bottom up), Kalt acknowledged the growing importance of research infrastructures. Her view was that research infrastructures should not be the sole responsibility of researchers but also of political authorities who have a role in setting priorities and common standards, and
ensuring sustainable funding. For these reasons, she was also cautious about the competitive funding
model of research infrastructures. She presented several funded research infrastructures in Switzerland
such as cohort studies in medical science and FLARE (international infrastructure in physics and astrophysics). In the social sciences, the SNSF partially funds FORS, the Swiss Centre of Expertise in
the Social Sciences which has the mandate to produce and safeguard data from surveys, to develop
survey methods and to advice and collaborate with researchers. She also described ongoing efforts to
combine separate sources of information and create a central place with science-related digital content.
Kalt concluded with an outlook on the impact of Big Data. Big Data will change the nature of research
projects and might lead to stagnation or decrease of certain research fields like hands-on science or
fundamental research. It has the potential to replace lab costs and expenses for field studies. However,
it also creates new legal and ethical problems.
The debate revolved around the question of governance and funding of research infrastructures. There
was a consensus that the fragmented and conditional funding of the SHARE project discussed in session 2 could be seen as an example how funding should not be organized. A participant was of the
opinion that research infrastructures should never be run by the government and that interdisciplinary
research was common business and did not need special support. Kalt agreed with the concerns raised
by the participant but reported that there had been cases where research infrastructures were also mismanaged by researchers who may not have the management skills to run them. Sobczak replied that
research infrastructures were run with a kind of shareholder model. Regarding interdisciplinary research, he was convinced that there was still great potential as only close fields had cooperated so far.
With respect to funding European-wide projects, he emphasized that the Commission could be only
serve as facilitator and that Member States had to stand up to their funding obligations.
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Session 7: Big Data: Definition, challenges and opportunities
The purpose of session 7 was to explore the potential of big data for economics. Is big data going to
change economics? What are the examples of fundamentally new insights generated by big data?
According to Sendhil Mullainathan (Harvard), big data is not only characterized by the size of datasets but also by new kinds of data (e.g. satellite data, social media) and new ways to analyse them
(e.g. machine learning). Machine learning constitutes an alternative to the general principle of deduction. It instead takes data and sees what works best, i.e. inducing features from data. According to
Mullainathan, machine learning has several benefits with the new types of data being generated. It
enables researchers to handle wide data (i.e. more variables than data points) or very rich functional
forms, and do so without over-fitting. The speaker then contrasted traditional econometrics to machine
learning. The key difference is that traditional econometrics focuses on the unbiasedness of estimators
and on the inference on estimated coefficients, whereas machine learning is all about predictive accuracy of the dependent variable and about being able to handle high dimensional functional forms and
variables. He argued that prediction is interesting for three reasons. First, prediction can be used beneficially for policy. To illustrate, he presented some of his recent research with Kleinberg, Ludwig and
Obermeyer using machine learning to forecast the rate of recidivism of released prisoners. Second, it
offers new ways to test theories. Here, he briefly outlined his work on ‘theory completeness’ and ‘inductive theory testing’. Lastly, the speaker noted that machine learning offered new ways to handle
data (for example in the process of data cleaning).
Lucrezia Reichlin (London Business School) talked about the potential of big data in macroeconomics. At its origin are early independent works by Mark Watson and her-self on dynamic factor models.
Three main ideas underlie the big data research program in macroeconomics: (1) the existence of unexploited data of potential interest for macro, including micro-data, (2) the fact that economic data
tend to be correlated (business cycles), and the need to rethink the concepts of convergence and parsimony when we increase both the number of variables and the length of the sample. She discussed the
curse of dimensionality that such large models raise: the proliferation of parameters is likely to lead to
high estimation uncertainty making predictions based on traditional methods poor or unfeasible. She
gave an overview of how researchers have addressed this curse of dimensionality ranging from factor
models, which limit complexity by focusing on few sources of variation, to penalized regressions.
When data are correlated, these alternative methods have been found to have similar performance in
macro. One of the most successful applications of big data in macroeconomics is “now-casting”, the
exploitation of the continuous real-time data flow to make real-time predictions. She concluded by
saying that there were still unexploited available, traditional data sources. Regarding new sources of
data (e.g. Google), she thought that they were potentially useful but not yet convincingly used. She
stressed the need to develop specific tools for economic data, as has been developed in macroeconomics and cautioned against blindly importing methods from other fields.

Session 8: How will big data change econometrics?
The goal of the session was to discuss the challenges that high dimensional data create for econometrics.
Eric Gautier (Toulouse School of Economics) recalled that in classical statistics the dimension of the
unknown parameters is small compared to the sample size and that inference in that case often relies
on the assumption that the sample size approaches infinity. In contrast, the number of parameters is
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large and possibly exceeds the number of observations in the case of big data. When the number of
parameters is larger than the number of observations, some of them are likely to be equal to zero and
the challenge then is to figure out which ones are zero. This adds to the curse of dimensionality. He
illustrated the problem using the genetic determinants of a medical condition where the number of
possible of DNA sequences was much larger than the data. Even if we have reliable coefficient estimates, using p-values to select significant coefficients would lead to a result in which many true zeros
are declared significant. Gautier described some of his recent work that is targeted at solving this problem.
Herman van Dijk (Erasmus University Rotterdam) talked about computational challenges and Bayesian inference with big data. The availability of large datasets allows predicting variables of interest
more accurately than before, but forecasting with many predictors requires new modelling strategies,
sequential updating and extra computing power. He illustrated the computational challenges and the
potential of parallel computing with a practical example of forecasting S&P500 using 3,700+ financial
time series. Simulation-based Bayesian econometrics is particularly potent for this type of problems
because (1) it can deal with complex economic issues, e.g. nonlinearities in data, (2) information reduction is natural in the Bayesian approach, (3) it has high practical relevance as it allows for estimation of impulse responses after shocks and thus estimation of policy effects. He briefly summarized
key points about Bayesian econometrics before outlining the main challenges he saw ahead. First,
more micro-data need to be used to improve simulation-based Bayesian econometrics. These new data
will require to model large choices. Second, we need to further develop methods that take advantage
of developments in hardware.
Jeffrey Wooldridge (Michigan State University) discussed how big data could improve causal inference. The key idea is that while the number of predictors can be very large, the causal variable (e.g.
the program intervention) has typically low dimension. LASSO or other approaches can be used for
dimension reduction and generate a prediction of the outcome, absent the policy. Such methods could
in theory be used to improve precisions in RCTs. He discussed how the approach could be generalized
to include instrumental variables, heterogeneous treatment effects, panel data and the case in which
many observations are available. In his concluding remarks, Wooldridge warned against ignoring
basic lessons, such as forgetting about practical significance, over-controlling or assuming serial independence.
A participant noted that a random sample was needed to learn something about the underlying population and wanted to know in which big data problems this assumption was fulfilled. Gautier agreed that
there was often self-selection in big data (e.g. users of specific websites).
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