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ABSTRACT 
 
The “ever-alive” units in business surveys are special units that have been active for only part of the year.  In the Unified 

Enterprise Survey (UES) at Statistics Canada, these units are given a special treatment at the sampling stage; but in all subsequent 

survey steps, they receive the same treatment as other units.  The goal of this analysis was to first identify these records 

throughout the UES process, to study what happened to them; and finally, to see how they contributed to the estimates. 
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RÉSUMÉ 
 
Les unités « ever-alive » dans les enquêtes entreprises sont des unités ayant été actives une partie de l’année seulement.  Dans 

l'Enquête unifiée auprès des entreprises (EUE) à Statistique Canada, ces unités reçoivent un traitement particulier à 

l'échantillonnage, mais aucun traitement spécial n’est effectué aux étapes suivantes.  Le but de cette analyse était de tout d'abord 

identifier ces enregistrements tout au long du processus de l'EUE, d'observer ce qui leur est arrivé et finalement, de déterminer 

leur contribution aux estimations. 

 

MOTS CLÉS : Ever-alive, activité, Enquête unifiée auprès des entreprises. 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The Unified Enterprise Survey (UES) is an annual business survey collecting financial and commodity information on 

some of the major industries in Canada: services, manufacture, wholesale and retail. As of Reference Year (RY) 2009, the 

UES consisted of about 60 surveys compared to a total of seven in 1997, the year it has started. A unified methodology is 

used across surveys from sampling to estimation. After being used for more than a decade, time has come for a redesign 

of the UES systems and methodology. This study was undertaken to help UES partners make a decision about a particular 

aspect of business surveys: the presence of ever-alive units. 

 

An ever-alive unit is defined as a unit that was active for part of the year only. The unit is no longer alive or active at the 

time of drawing the sample but it has been alive or active within the past 12 months. For this study, we looked at data 

from RY2007. To be considered in RY2007, a unit must have its fiscal year ending sometimes between April 1
st
, 2007 

and March 31
st
, 2008 (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1 – Reference Year in the Unified Enterprise Survey 

 

J F M A M J J A S O N D J F M A M J J A S O N D

S

Calendar Year 2007 Calendar Year 2008

Fiscal Year End Date

Collection

S = Sampling  
Note that sampling is done in October of the reference year while collection starts in the following spring. The purpose of 

this study was to draw a picture of what is currently happening with ever-alive units in order to answer three main 
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questions: Is it worth including these units in our in-scope population? Should we exclude them from sampling? If we 

decide to sample them, should they receive a special treatment during processing? 
 

2. CURRENT PROCESS AND COUNTS 
 

2.1 Current Process 
 

The current UES methodology involves a special treatment to deal with ever-alive units but only at the sampling stage. 

High revenue ever-alive units are considered important to the estimates and are therefore automatically included in the 

sample. On the other hand, small revenue ever-alive units are considered negligible for the estimates and are therefore 

automatically excluded from any sampling. Medium-sized revenue ever-alive units are eligible to be sampled. After the 

sampling step, no special treatment is done to the ever-alive units. They are treated the same way as all other units. There 

is no special collection procedures, no special imputation strategies and they are included in the estimates as any other 

units. 

 

2.2 Identification along the UES Survey Steps 

 

The initial step of this study was to identify ever-alive units along the survey process from sampling to estimation. They 

were first identified on the survey universe file and then linked to the sample file to determine which ever-alive units were 

in sample and which were not. Each unit was then associated to its collection entity. Finally, ever-alive units were 

identified on the various post-collection files, from imputation to estimation. 

 

Table 2 shows ever-alive units counts and proportions at sampling and estimation steps. Since the unit type is different for 

each survey step, the counts differ from one step to another. 

 

Table 2 – Ever-alive Units Counts and Proportions at Sampling and Estimation 

 

Ever-alive 

units

Total units in 

sample
Unit type

Proportion

RY2007

2,139 1.4%

5,130 3.4%

7,015 4.6%

2,257 184,256 Estimation unit 1.2%

Step

Sampling 151,840 Sampling unit

Estimation

In sample

Eligible but not sampled

Automatically excluded

 
 

Amongst the 60 UES surveys in RY2007, two showed a higher proportion of ever-alive units in the sample: Film and 

Video Distribution with 7.0% of the units being ever-alive and Retail Trade with 3.2%. 

 

3. ANALYSIS 
 

3.1 Time in Operation 

 

In order to determine for how long a unit was active during RY2007, an inactivation date is available on the frame. More 

than 99% of the ever-alive units appeared to be active for more than half of the year. In fact, most of them appeared to be 

active for more than 200 days with a death date often in September 2007. A potential scenario to explain this could be 

related to Statistics Canada Business Register (BR) inactivation process.  When a given unit’s tax data have not been 

received for a pre-defined period of time, this unit is automatically inactivated on the BR.  The inactivation date used is 

the inactivation processing date. This might explain why so many units died in September 2007. Note that a new method 

is now in place and the inactivation date is set to be the last day tax data were received rather than the day the inactivation 

process took place. More research would be necessary in order to determine the exact reasons of these status changes. 

 

3.2 Response Code Frequency 

 

For this study, ever-alive units were classified into three different categories based on their response code: respondent, 

non-respondent or out-of-scope for the survey. The response code is updated at multiple steps throughout the survey 

process. Table 3 shows the proportions of respondent units right after data was collected and at the estimation phases. 
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Table 3 – Response Code Frequency 

 

Status Proportions after Data Collection Proportions at Estimation Phase
respondent 32% 33%

non-respondent 27% 22%
out-of-scope 41% 45%  

 

Even though the proportion of non-respondent and out-of-scope units is high (68% at sampling and 67% at estimation), 

there is still a non-negligible proportion of respondent units (32% after data collection and 33% at estimation). It should 

be noted that from the 33% of responding units at estimation, more than 50% of those come from two different surveys: 

Retail Chain and Wholesale. 

 

3.3 Proportion of Sample Revenue 

 

As mentioned, a total of 2,139 sampling units were initially identified as ever-alive in the sample.  The proportion of 

revenue coming from those 2,139 ever-alive units was calculated using a size variable available for all units on the 

Business Register.  Graph 1 shows the proportion of sample revenue coming from the ever-alive units. We see that for 

80% of the surveys, a maximum of 3.0% of the sample revenue comes from ever-alive units. The two surveys with the 

greatest proportion are Performing Arts with 9.3% and Sound Recording and Music Publishing with 9.3% as well. 

 

Graph 1 – Proportion of Sample Revenue Coming from Ever-alive Units 

 

   
 

3.4 Imputation Methods 

 

In the UES, imputation is used to deal with partial as well as total non-response. When the data is not reported, an imputed 

value derived from historical or auxiliary information will be assigned. Graph 2 shows the methods used to impute two 

important variables (revenue and expenses) for the ever-alive units. For comparison purposes, the graph also shows the 

proportion of reported data. As was previously discussed, many ever-alive units are out-of-scope or dead. Those units are 

automatically zero-filled and a deterministic imputation flag is assigned. This is why there is a high incidence of 

deterministic imputation for the revenue and the expense variables. Donor and historical imputation are the methods most 

often used. If we remove dead and out-of-scope records, 32% of the units reported the revenue variable and 33% reported 

the expense variable. In Graph 2, transformation imputation is a method used when a variable is not directly asked to the 

respondent but is rather derived from other variables on the questionnaire; these can be reported or imputed. 
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Graph 2 – Methods used to Impute Ever-alive Units 
 

 
 

3.5 Ever-alive Units used as Donors 

 

When performing donor imputation in the current UES, the closest neighbour (according to some specified matching 

variables) that makes the record satisfy the post-imputation edits is the one that is chosen as a donor. Since ever-alive 

units are treated the exact same way as all other units during the imputation phase, some of them could possibly be used as 

donor to impute other ever-alive or non-ever-alive units. For RY2007, a total of 318 imputations by donor were performed 

where the donor used was an ever-alive unit, on a total of 91,136 donor imputations.  Those 318 donor imputations were 

performed using 83 different donors. Graph 3 shows the proportion of donor imputations where the donor was an ever-

alive unit. Most surveys have either no or very few donor imputations involving an ever-alive unit (33+16 out of 60). Two 

surveys, one of the Manufacture Surveys and the Retail Chain Survey, show a higher proportion with 4.4% and 9.0% 

respectively. 

 

Ever-alive units might not necessarily be representative of most of the other units. Even though these units are seldom 

used as donors, it would be a good idea to monitor the processing in order to keep track of these special cases. We could 

also completely exclude ever-alive units from the donor pool. 

 

Graph 3 – Proportion of Donor Imputations where Donor was an Ever-alive Unit 

 

 
 

For one of the Manufacture Surveys, a single ever-alive unit was used up to 85 times to impute other records by donor 

imputation.  The number of times a record is used as donor is not something that can be controlled in the current UES edit 

and imputation system. 

 

3.6 Weighted Revenue at Estimation 

 

We compared the distribution of weighted revenue at the estimation phase between ever-alive units and non-ever-alive 

units. Graph 4 shows the distribution of weighted revenue at estimation. There is a much larger proportion of zero-

revenue units in the ever-alive (48%) than in the non-ever-alive (13%) while small but non-zero revenue units (>0M but 
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<10M) are more frequent in the non-ever-alive (24% + 45% = 69%) than in the ever-alive (13% + 22% = 35%). 

Proportions are similar for high-revenue units (10M and above). 

 

Graph 4 – Distribution of Weighted Revenue at Estimation 

 

 
 

Note that the UES has some establishment surveys as well as some location surveys. Graph 4 considers establishment 

surveys only. 

 

3.7 Unweighted Impact on Totals 

 

This study also evaluated the unweighted impact of the ever-alive units on the totals, at the estimation phase. 

Unfortunately, the weighted impact on the estimates was not calculated because of time constraints. Table 4 shows the 

unweighted ever-alive units impact on the totals by survey group. Distributive Trade Surveys show a higher proportion of 

ever-alive units (2.00%) compared to the other groups of surveys where the proportion is always below 1.00%. We note a 

higher impact for the revenue variable (3.31%) as well as for the expense variable (3.30%) for the Services-Culture 

surveys. In particular, the impact is higher for the following two Culture Surveys: Film and Video Distribution (16.10% 

for revenue and 17.44% for expense) and Sound Recording and Music Publishing (6.50% for revenue and 6.66% for 

expense). Services-Culture is a type of industry that is more volatile and this might explain the fact that more units are 

classified as ever-alive. Even though it’s slightly higher for this industry type, the impact is in general relatively low. 

 

Table 4 – Unweighted Ever-alive Units Impact on Totals by Survey Group 

 

Survey Group
Total number of units 

in sample at estimation

Proportion that are 

ever-alive

(unweighted)

% REVENUE coming 

from ever-alive

(unweighted)

% EXPENSE coming 

from ever-alive

(unweighted)

Manufacture 45,950 0.63% 0.62% 0.61%

Distributive Trade 82,308 2.00% 0.37% 0.44%

Services - Culture 4,588 0.68% 3.31% 3.30%

Services - Other 51,410 0.56% 0.56% 0.54%

Total 184,256  
 

Graph 5 below shows the unweighted impact on the revenue variable by province. The impact is shown separately for 

location and establishment surveys. Even though the impact is slightly higher for some provinces such as Prince-Edward-

Island (P.E.I.), Nova-Scotia (N.S.), Quebec (Que.), Ontario (On.) and Alberta (Alta.), it is always below 1% which is very 

low. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 6 

Graph 5 – Unweighted Ever-alive Units Impact (Revenue Variable) by Province 
 

 
 

4. CONCLUSION 
 

The presence of inactive units in business surveys is a normal occurrence and must be addressed in the survey process. 

The UES is currently undergoing a major redesign of its systems and methodology and the strategy to deal with ever-alive 

units will therefore also be reviewed. From the analysis discussed in this paper, we observed the followings. 

 A small overall proportion of the sampled units are ever-alive (1.4%) where the highest proportion is for Film and 

Video Distribution Survey (7.0%). 

 More than 99% of ever-alive units appear to be active for more than half the year, but this might be due to the old 

BR inactivation process. 

 The majority of the ever-alive units are non-respondent or out-of-scope, but a non-negligible proportion of the 

units are respondent. 

 For 80% of the surveys, ever-alive units account for at-most 3% of the stratification revenue in the sample. 

 The most frequent imputation methods used (after removing dead/out-of-scope) are donor and historical 

imputation. 

 Even if only on a few occasions, some ever-alive units are used as donor. 

 The unweighted impact on the totals is usually below 1% except for Services-Culture Surveys where the impact is 

around 3%. 

 

Is it worth including those units in our in-scope population? Should we exclude them from sampling? If we decide to 

sample them, should they receive a special treatment during the processing phase? From the analysis, we saw that ever-

alive units don’t have a big impact on the totals. It doesn’t seem to be worthwhile including those units in the in-scope 

population but if we exclude them completely, there will be some undercoverage. On the other hand, before making a 

decision, it would be important to look at the weighted impact on the estimates. 

 

It must also be noted that when a unit is set as inactive on the BR, the real inactivation date probably happened some time 

before and the unit might have been inactive for a while already. Also, some units might be inactive but we just don’t 

know about them. Some other units could have become inactive after the October frame was created for sampling. Since 

we have no way of knowing, these units are not identified as ever-alive. Are we therefore under-estimating the proportion 

of ever-alive units?  Ever-alive units have different characteristics and special consideration regarding their processing 

should be taken into consideration in the redesign of the UES. 
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