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Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Norway and Sweden all participated in the OECD Survey of Adult Skills. 

During the preparations for the main survey, the five countries created the Nordic PIAAC Network 

with financial support from the Nordic Council of Ministers. One of the goals for this joint project has 

been to establish the Nordic PIAAC database, which will contain micro data from the survey, as well 

as data from registers. The database will be made available for research, with procedures for access 

that diminishes the work required by researchers who wish to analyse Nordic data.  

The OECD Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) 

The Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC) has resulted in the 

OECD Survey of Adult Skills. This is the largest international survey of adult skills ever conducted, 

and Round 1, with 24 participating countries, started the data collection for the main survey in 2011. 

Before that, a field test was conducted in all countries. The main purpose of the PIAAC field test was 

preparation and improvement of the instruments and data collection processes.  

 

The interviews in the main survey were conducted between August 2011 and July 2012. The response 

burden was high, both because the survey was very time consuming and because it involved taking a 

test. It was also a demanding survey for the data collection agency, because the sample was relatively 

large, and the interviews had to be done by face to face interviewing. The test was carried out on a 

laptop or by paper questionnaire depending on the respondent skills in using a PC. 

 

PIAAC was designed to directly assess three types of skills – literacy, numeracy and problem solving 

in the context of a technology-rich environment. These skills are considered “key” information-

processing skills. The PIAAC main survey, Round 1, has already resulted in an international data set, 

containing a large number of background variables as well as assessments of skills, for 22 

participating countries. Data from two more countries are still being processed. The first results will be 

published at 8
th
 of October 2013. 

The Nordic Network 

Four Nordic countries, Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden, signed separate contracts with the 

OECD to conduct the Survey of Adult Skills. Together with Estonia, these countries resemble each 

other in many ways, and face some of the same challenges in surveys such as PIAAC. To benefit from 

these similarities, representatives of the five countries established the Nordic PIAAC Network, with 

financial backing from the Nordic Council of Ministers. The project had three goals: 

 

1. The establishment of the Nordic PIAAC Network, to share experiences and benefit from 

the work done in other Nordic countries, as well as cooperating during international 

meetings. Nordic countries are small, and cooperation could result in more influence over 

important international decisions regarding PIAAC. 

2. The construction of a Nordic PIAAC database, containing micro data from PIAAC as well 

as data from national registers, to facilitate Nordic comparative analysis. 
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3. Publishing a Nordic PIAAC report with the main purpose to describe the structure of 

information processing skills in the Nordic countries and Estonia, with focus on 

similarities and differences 

 

The Nordic Network was created in 2010
1
, and the Nordic Database and Nordic PIAAC Report are 

still works in progress.  

The Nordic PIAAC Database 

Nordic countries
2
 have a supply of register data that is unique by international standards. While the 

international data set from the Survey of Adult skills does not contain any register data, the Nordic 

countries each have access to large quantities of register data that can be used in further analyses of the 

survey data. The register information available in the five countries is often very similar, because the 

cultures and societies in the Nordic region are similar. It was therefore decided in the Nordic Network 

that a collection of Nordic PIAAC micro data should also include data from registers. The goal was to 

create a database containing the PIAAC data set from each of the Nordic countries, merged with 

relevant and comparable register data. Such an approach would also allow for inclusion of register 

data time series in the database. PIAAC itself is a resource-demanding task, which is scheduled to be 

conducted approximately every ten years. Collection of relevant register data, on the other hand, does 

not require as much work when the registers already exist. Consequently, it is possible to update these 

data more frequently, which will add a longitudinal dimension to the database and makes new analyses 

possible. 

 

One of the main goals for the database is to use it to create a Nordic Report, containing secondary 

PIAAC analysis for the Nordic region, but the Network also wanted to make the database available for 

other research purposes. Already, one Nordic research project with researchers from Denmark, 

Finland, Sweden and Norway has received financing from the research part of the Nordic Council of 

Ministers “NordForsk”. They are planning to use the Nordic PIAAC database for the project. Thus, 

both the content and legal framework of the PIAAC database must reflect this. 

Database framework and contents 

It was decided that the Nordic Database should be located at Statistics Denmark, and that the data 

should be made available through their existing secure remote access system. This means that those 

who get access to the Nordic Database do not download the micro data to their personal computer, but 

rather access data through a server at Statistics Denmark. 

 

In 2011, a test database containing only the PIAAC field trial data was successfully placed in Statistics 

Denmark, and accessed by members of the Nordic Network and some researches from different 

institutions in the Nordic countries
3
. This work was shared on a Nordic meeting in Tartu, Estonia, in 

the autumn 2011 together with representatives from the different national funders of PIAAC. Both the 

                                                      
1
 As of today its members are Ann-Charlott Larsson (project manager) and Anna Eriksson from Statistics Sweden, Erik 

Mellander from the Institute for Evaluation of Labour Market and Education Policy (SE), Anders Rosdahl and Torben 

Fridberg from The Danish National Centre for Social Research (DK), Antero Malin from the University of Jyväskylä (FI), 

Marko Ylitalo and Anna-Kaarina Potila from Statistics Finland, Aune Valk and Vivika Halapuu from the Ministry of 

Education and Research (EE), Jaanika Merikull from the University of Tartu (EE), and Birgit Bjørkeng and Bengt Oscar 

Lagerstrøm from Statistics Norway. 
2
 Estonia included 

3
 Researches from Institute for Labour Market and Education Policy Evaluation (IFAU) (SE),  National Centre for Reading 

Education and Research, University of Stavanger (NO), The Danish National Centre for Social Research (DK), University 

of Tartu (EE), University of Jyväskylä, Institute for Educational Research (FI) and Centre for Health and Equity Studies 

(CHESS) (SE) were invited to use the Nordic PIAAC pilot data base and present results  for a broader audience of users 

and owners at the Nordic meeting in Tartu 
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technical solution delivered by Statistics Denmark and the contents in the data base meet the 

requirements from users and funders at this meeting. The pilot database was deleted in the beginning 

of 2012. 

 

Some details about the database are yet to be finally decided, and the following points about the 

database framework and content must be regarded as preliminary. The final database will, as opposed 

to the test database, contain register data as well as data from the main survey 

 

The database will contain the following; 

1. The international PIAAC data file which contains:  

 Background Questionnaire data 

 Cognitive Scores for Literacy, Numeracy and Problem solving 

 Test item responses 

2. Data from national registers in Denmark, Estonia, Finland and Sweden for the reference years 

2008 and 2011 and Norway for 2011. Register variables for reference year 2014 will be added 

to the database in spring 2016. 

 
Available register variables will be linked to each respondent and put in the database. Several different 

types of register data will be included; demographic data such as citizenship and marital status, data on 

educational attainment and current education, on employment, occupation and industry, information 

about the workplace of the respondents, and information about social security. The register data will 

be updated every three years. 

 

Researchers who are interested in using the Nordic micro data for specific projects will send 

applications to a committee consisting of representatives from each country. In Sweden, the 

application has to be approved by Statistics Sweden. If the application is approved, the researcher will 

sign the necessary contracts and confidentiality agreements and will be allowed to analyse the Nordic 

micro data through the secure remote access system. Some legal issues regarding access to the 

database have not yet been solved. 

 

The database will also contain extensive metadata, documenting each variable. This is especially 

important for variables where the definition varies between countries. 

The advantages 

The Survey of Adult Skills has been a demanding exercise for all countries involved, both in terms of 

financial costs, and in terms of the workload put on the data collection agencies. Participation in the 

survey has been an area of priority in the countries involved in the Nordic Network, and the goal must 

therefore be that the resulting data are thoroughly analysed. In this context, data availability is a key 

factor. Presumably, data that are easily available are more attractive to researchers than data that are 

expensive and time consuming to obtain.  

 

When the first plans for the Nordic Database were laid, one did not know if the PIAAC micro data 

would be made available through the OECD. Establishing a database where researchers could get 

access to Nordic micro data from PIAAC was then considered very important by the members of the 

Network. As the work with the survey progressed, OECD has made it clear that they intend to publish 

as much of the micro data as possible. This means that most of the Nordic data will also be available 

through the OECD. However, register data are not included in the OECD data file. Very few countries 

outside of the Nordic region have such data, and use is typically more restricted than the use of survey 

data. Consequently, the main advantage of the Nordic PIAAC Database is that it also includes register 

data which are updated every third year.  
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Some of the register variables do not have counterparts in the survey data, which gives more research 

opportunities than the survey data would on their own. However, some variables exist in both register 

and survey data. In these cases, analyses that compare the same variable from different data sources 

will also be possible. This opens up for interesting methodological analyses. The fact that register data 

will be updated every third year means that one can create a longitudinal dimension. The value will be 

even higher if a second round of PIAAC is carried out in some form of panel design. Some of the 

Nordic countries have prepared their sample in the first round to make this possible. 

 

It can be difficult for researchers to analyse comparative micro data from registers, because procedures 

for access vary from country to country. The workload involved can also be deterring. Usually, 

researchers would have to send one application to each country, and the application process would not 

necessarily be the same in all of them. In addition, some national statistical offices do not give data to 

institutions that are localised in other countries. Just obtaining data from several countries may 

therefore prove troublesome, and if researchers succeed, they will still have to make sure that the 

definitions of the variables of interest are the same in each country.  

 

The register data in the Nordic PIAAC Database have already gone through the time consuming 

process of making variables comparable across the five countries. In cases where there are differences, 

e.g. when national legislation is not the same even if the variable looks similar, the differences are 

labelled and documented. Thus, the data in the Nordic Database should be “ready to use” as soon as 

the researcher gets access to them. The procedure for access is also simplified; researchers will need to 

send only one application, which will be forwarded to the countries that requires separate 

confidentiality agreements. The researchers do not have to be localised in the same country as the 

physical database. 

The challenges and solutions 

When creating the Nordic database, the members of the Nordic Network has come across many of the 

same problems that researchers who wish to compare Nordic register data would. Legally, placing 

micro data from registers in another country can be challenging. The legislation varies between the 

Nordic countries, and different approaches had to be adopted in different countries to make transfer of 

data to the physical database possible. The requirements for accessing micro data are not the same in 

all five countries, and solutions that fulfil the requirements of the strictest countries without placing an 

unbearable burden on the researchers had to be made. As of today, not all the legal issues have been 

solved, but will be in place in time for launching of the data base 

 

Another challenge is the fact that as similar as the Nordic countries may be, their register data are not 

identical. The registers do not necessarily contain the same information, the variables may look similar 

but have differing definitions, or the variables contain roughly the same information but do not 

measure the same thing (especially the case for social security variables). The approach chosen by the 

Network has been to include key variables even if they are not available for all countries, to make the 

variables in the database as similar as possible, and to create extensive metadata, particularly in the 

cases where it has not been possible to make the variable identical for all countries.  

 

A project such as the Nordic PIAAC Database is time consuming, and it requires that people are 

involved in it for a period of time. Co-operative projects involving countries that have different 

organisations and different legislation present challenges, but the work done in the Nordic PIAAC 

Network shows that these types of projects are not impossible. In PIAAC, the same teams that worked 

with the international survey have also been involved in and committed to the Nordic Network, even 

the network itself is voluntarily established by individuals from the different data collection institutes 

and national PIAAC project mangers. From the start of the project, there have been concrete plans for 

progress, which has been regularly reported to the Nordic Council of Ministers. The result has been a 

successful joint venture between five countries; Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Norway and Sweden have 
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been cooperating through the Nordic PIAAC Network throughout the main cycle of the OECD Survey 

of Adult Skills, and the Nordic PIAAC Database and the Nordic Report are set to be launched in 

November 2013 on a conference supported financial by the Nordic Council of Ministers and fourth 

quarter of 2014, respectively. 

 

From a lunch in Frankfurt in June 2010, through the process of application for financing from the 

Nordic Council of Ministries in August the same year, to the work involved with preparing the launch 

of a data base and Nordic report, this project has been an adventure for the involved parties. We have 

learned that it is possible to create something valuable across borders and organisations.  


