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Food Security Information for Action

Food Security Information Systems and Networks
Technical compatibility for data sharing
(Annex  to the lesson “The Institutional Context”)
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Using common standards
To usefully integrate datasets from separate sources they need to be based on common standards. 


1. Firstly, the data will need to be collected using a common sampling frame. 

For example, it has proved very difficult to integrate the use of data collected in administrative units (such as provinces or districts) with data that is collected on the basis of agro-ecological or food economy zones. 

As these sampling frames do not converge it is difficult to merge the data. 

Alternatively, data that is collected at a higher administrative level (such as a Province) cannot later be used for analysis at a lower administrative level (such as a District).
2. Secondly, the coverage of datasets needs to be harmonized. There can be particular problems in integrating data that comes from specific program areas (such as an NGO project) with national datasets.

3. Thirdly, the periodicity of data collection is important to consider. 

For example, agricultural production may be reported as a single post harvest estimate. However, for early warning purposes more frequent crop forecasts and assessments may be necessary. 

Consequently, there is a need for data collectors to harmonize these standards so that data may serve the needs of more than one user. 

Incompatibilities and conflicts need to be identified. It may be necessary for data providers to compromise on existing standards to maximize the utility of data to a range of users. 

Data management issues
The technical compatibility of databases can be enhanced by considering a number of basic data management issues: 


1. Data may be recorded using a variety of software packages such as a statistical package, a database or a spreadsheet. However, at some point the databases will have to be integrated into one software package for analysis. This conversion process requires time and resources and increases the risk of processing errors. Some systems may even be totally incompatible and prevent the electronic transfer of data. 

Therefore standardization in the choice of software used for data storage is highly desirable.


2. It is necessary to use standard codes in recording information, particularly for key fields that are used to merge different datasets. For example, if different codes are used for the administrative area for each record, these have to be reconciled in order to merge datasets. Again, this creates the potential for error and increases the ‘cost’ of data sharing.

3. Databases may aggregate categories of data in different ways. For example in some databases information on different classes of cattle (by age and sex) may be aggregated or averaged, while in others this is separated by class. This difference will affect the ability to compare datasets.
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