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Inter-Departmental Business Register User Group meeting 
 

17th December 2013 
 

Netherleigh 
 

As required by the Code of Practice for Official Statistics, NISRA seeks to engage effectively 

with users of statistics to promote trust and maximise public value and to investigate and 

document user needs. 

Users of the Inter-Departmental Business Register statistics published by the Economic and 

Labour Market Statistics Branch (ELMSB) in NISRA were invited to participate in a User 

Group meeting to discuss proposed changes to publication and associated tables, provide 

feedback on how the publication is used and highlight any user requirements not currently 

being met.  

Present: 

Name Organisation 
1. James Gillan ELMSB 

2. Ruth Fulton  IDBR Section, ELMSB 
3. Phillip Billsborough IDBR Section, ELMSB 
4. Chris Ganley ELMSB 

5. Patricia Wyers Tourism Statistics, ELMSB 
6. Joanne Henderson Tourism Statistics, ELMSB 

7. Alan McClelland NISRA Statistician, DETI 
8. Dave Rogers NISRA Statistician, OFMDFM 
9. Shane Murphy  Economist, DETI 

10. Gareth Hetherrington NICEP, UUJ 
11. Patricia McDowell NISRA Statistician, DARD 

12. William Taylor  Economist, DARD 
13. Chris Morris Consultant Statistician & Statistical Advisory Committee 
14. Claire Shortt NISRA Statistician, Belfast City Council 

15. Ruth Rae Belfast City Council 
16. Tony Dignan Independent Researcher (Economic Research and Evaluation) 

 

User feedback was sought on how this publication is (or could be) used and who the current 

(or potential) users are. This publication is currently undergoing a revamp and views were 

sought on how the current suite of tables and accompanying commentary meets users’ 

needs and how the analysis carried out and data provided could be adjusted to better meet 

users’ needs e.g. which tables are not used, what additional information would be useful, 

etc. A short paper was circulated in advance of the meeting outlining the planned changes 

to the tables and how we hope to improve the commentary. Users were also invited to 

comment on these proposals. 
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Please see: Inter Departmental Business Register User Group meeting 17 December 2013 – 

paper. 

Background: 

 

1. James Gillan provided an introduction to the UK Statistics Authority Code of Practice for 

Official Statistics and why NISRA are undertaking a range of User Group meetings to 

engage with users of our official statistics. This included an overview of previous user 

group meetings held in 2013 and also those planned for Spring 2014.  

2. An overview of ELMSB branch objectives was provided to give users a better 

understanding of the work carried out in the branch.  

 

IDBR discussion: 

 

3. Ruth Fulton provided an overview of the rationale for the meeting, i.e. to gain a better 

understanding of the users of IDBR data and the uses it is put to, and to gain feedback 

on the proposed changes to the tables within the annual publication.  

4. The aim is to find ways to make the IDBR data more accessible to users and to better 

meet their needs through user engagement, and also to meet USKA obligations 

regarding user engagement.  

5. An overview of the process in developing IDBR data was provided alongside 

identification of the input data sources. New businesses are identified using HMRC PAYE 

and VAT data, Companies House data and local news reports. The existence of the 

business is then confirmed through the Business Register Inquiry (also known as the 

Proving Survey) which provides some initial data. This information is then updated using 

returns from ELMSB business surveys and HMRC VAT/PAYE data.  

6. The IDBR is used as a sampling frame for surveys and provides counts of businesses 

with a particular characteristic e.g. geographical location, industry categorisation, 

employment level, turnover size band 

7. It was noted that other ELMSB sources, the NI Census of Employment and Business 

Register and Employment Survey (BRES), are more robust sources for total employee 

numbers data e.g. number of employees in an industry sector. 

8. The Annual Business Inquiry (ABI) is considered a more robust source for total turnover 

data. 

9. However, IDBR would be the most appropriate source to use for data relating to 

number of employees within foreign owned companies.  

10.  There was a discussion around the UK publication: Business Activity, Size and Location 

and the local unit data available within it.  

 

Uses of IDBR publication 

 

http://www.detini.gov.uk/idbr_publication_-_user_group_dec_2013.doc
http://www.detini.gov.uk/idbr_publication_-_user_group_dec_2013.doc
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11.  Users noted that they considered the IDBR publication to be a very useful tool and is 

used for the following reasons: 

 

 To provide contextual or background information on the number and characteristics 
of businesses in Northern Ireland and as a starting point for further analysis; 

 Analysis for ad hoc queries and assembly questions; 

 Analysis on the performance/size of specific sectors; 

 To provide information on business births and deaths of businesses in NI; 

 To provide contextual information which can be used alongside other publications 
to provide an on how the NI economy is performing  

 IDBR data (obtained using a ministerial direction) was also used as a sample frame 
for business surveys; 

12. It was commented that as much information as possible in the publication would be welcomed. 

However, due to the complex nature of requests the IDBR team would be unable to anticipate 

specific data requirements of users, nor should they be expected to  

 

Limitations of IDBR publication 

 

13.  The following were noted as drawbacks to the IDBR publication: 

 Lack of Local Unit data 

 Lack of coverage of businesses operating below the VAT threshold/sole 
traders/partnerships, etc. 

 Limitations due to disclosivity were acknowledged as being unavoidable. 

 

Developmental suggestions 
 

14.  Interactive tool – There was a consensus that going forward the development of an 

online interactive tool to allow users to download bespoke tables would be the most 

useful. 

15.  The possibility of including IDBR data on the NINIS website was discussed, it was agreed 

that it would be useful, including data at the District Council level; however an 

interactive tool was the preference.  

16.  If data was included on the NINIS website it should be as joined up as possible with 

other ELMSB surveys so that a full suite of business data is available. 

17.  Locational data was discussed including the ability to analyse the data at local council 

level, parliamentary constituency, settlement level, urban/rural, Super Output Area. 

18.  It was agreed that councils would also be interested in births and deaths data at district 

council, or lower level, disaggregation, given their increased economic development 

responsibilities.   

19.  Local unit data was noted as being of interest to certain users.  
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General comments 
 
20. The move to Enterprises operating in Northern Ireland (rather than a hybrid of Enterprises 

based in Northern Ireland and NI Reporting Units) was welcomed. 

21. Users agreed that the inclusion of more time series data was beneficial. Ruth confirmed that 

any discontinuities in the time series would be removed by omitting pre-2008 data for Industry 

tables and UK tables (which had a methodology change in 2008). 

22. Users had no strong opinion on whether employment or employee size bands were preferred. It 

was suggested that employment may be the best default, but that further analysis on 

differences between the two may result in a different theory. The issue of zero employment 

businesses, considered to be ‘false, shell or holding companies that don’t really exist’, was 

raised. It was asked if these could be excluded or separated in the data as they may skew the 

results for small businesses 

23. It was commented that the tables proposed in the consultation document were sensible and 

comprehensive.  

24. Written responses/feedback were invited from all in attendance so that the forthcoming 

publication could incorporate developments to better meet users needs. Responses should be 

provided to idbr@dfpni.gov.uk.  As this is not a formal consultation there is no deadline for 

responses but feedback on the publication would be most useful before 10 January 2013. It was 

noted that feedback on users and uses of the IDBR publication are welcome at any time. 

 

END 

 

If you require more information about any of the topics discussed above, please contact 

NISRA via the details below. In addition, if users have any views on DFP statistical services, 

official statistics data quality or the format and timing of reports, please provide your 

comments via the details below:‐ 

Email: statistics@dfpni.gov.uk   

Contact: Chris Ganley 

Address: Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency 

Department of Finance and Personnel 

Room 120 

Netherleigh 

Massey Avenue 

Belfast 

BT4 2JP 

mailto:idbr@dfpni.gov.uk
mailto:statistics@dfpni.gov.uk
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Phone: 028 90529645 


