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Vision 
 
The GSS will deliver professionally presented, meaningful, easily understood 

statistics delivered in ways users find easy to access, use, understand and re-use. 

 

 
Excellence in Presentation and Dissemination 
 
The presentation and dissemination of statistics covers everything from how users 
access the statistics they need, the way in which it is communicated including writing 
and graphics as well as the numbers themselves. 

Excellently presented statistics: 

 are easily located and used, 

 draw you in to find out more and more about a subject, 

 allow you to quickly find other related information, 

 can be personalised to meet individual needs (Box 1), 

 are a mixture of excellent commentary, data presentation and visualisations, 

 are well-written drawing key messages and what users can and cannot 
conclude from the data that have been released, 

 are promulgated through channels that maximise audience reach for the 
publication and use a range of products which best fit the needs of existing 
and potential users (Box 2). 

We will know that the GSS have achieved this when: 

 Commentary in releases is well-developed and leaves users with little room 
for misinterpretation of the key messages from the statistics. 

 Users can find the statistics they want easily and re-use the data and 
information. 

 The commentary in the releases and the use of the information and data 
improves decision-making. 

 The readership of GSS sites rises and starts to catch-up with newspaper data 
blogs. 

 Commentators regularly quote and link to our statistics and uses. 

 Policy makers use statistical releases as the core starting point for examining 
policy options. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

What are the GSS currently doing?  
 

For many years presentation has not been given the same status as methodology 

and integrity of the production process of official statistics. Indeed for long periods of 

time statistics releases were generally expected to be boring.  

 

The past few years have seen a time of rapid technological change where the 

expectations on speed, presentation and clarity of communication have risen. Our 

customers are now, more than ever, demanding that presentation should be put on 

an equal footing to methodology and delivery of data. 

 

Alongside this, the interpretation by the UK Statistics Authority of the Statistics and 

Registrations Act 2007 and the associated Code of Practice1 has raised the bar 

considerably through demands for improved commentary and accessibility of 

statistics. 

 

 

Box 1 – My HSCIC2 
 
By creating an account with the Health and Social Care Information Centre’s 
(HSCIC’s) website you can select the content that is of most interest to you and so 
quickly and easily obtain updates on the information that is of most use to you. 
 

 
 
The DWP Tabulation Tool3 is another example which allows users to create their own 
tables with the data they need rather than simply get the same formatted tables for 
every user. 

 

 
 

There are beacons of excellence across the GSS but these have yet to lead to 

systematic change or fully embrace the possibilities from the rapid period of 

                                                 
1 The Code of Practice for Official Statistics, http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-
practice/index.html . 
2 My HSCIC, http://www.hscic.gov.uk/myhscic . 
3 DWP Tabulation Tool, http://tabulation-tool.dwp.gov.uk/100pc/ . 

http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice/index.html
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/code-of-practice/index.html
http://www.hscic.gov.uk/myhscic
http://tabulation-tool.dwp.gov.uk/100pc/


 

 

technological change. Many people within the GS feel they have been inhibited in 

progressing improved dissemination through lack of access to modern, open-source 

technology. 

 

These challenges are only going to increase over the coming years. This strategy 

aims to harness that creativity that exists within the GSS and use it drive a step 

change in the presentation and dissemination of official statistics. 

 

 

 
Box 2 – ONS use of social media and video 
 

 

 
 
ONS use a number of channels for the release of their statistics. As well as release 
on the web, the releases are widely promulgated through the ONS twitter channel, 
and are often accompanied by a video on the ONS YouTube channel, which 
although not receiving huge numbers of hits can often be used for educational 
purposes. 

 

 
 
Throughout this document are case studies which show the innovation in the GSS 
and that we can develop these products. However, as mentioned previously, these 
have yet to become systematically used across the presentation of statistics. 
 
There are also a few major issues which are currently holding back the GSS which 
for this strategy to be a success will need to be tackled: 

 The Publication Hub, while used to find statistics by many people, is not the 
quality of entry route that users want. Around a third of users of the Gateway 
say they did not find what they wanted while using the system. The gateway 
to UK Statistics needs to be enticing and content rich. 

 Lack of access to the tools needed to create compelling content – largely due 
to restrictions on use of Open Source software.  



 

 

 The current narrow use of channels across the GSS with little use of social 
media, web-based multi-media or e-books, often related to departmental 
controls on communications. 
 
 

The case for change 
 
Given the current constraints on public spending and the number of stories 
concerning the impacts of these constraints, there has never been a more important 
time for maximising the understanding of the statistics and what it tells us about life in 
the United Kingdom. There are many compelling reasons for why we should change.  
 

1) Improved public debate. Through full integration with social and multi-media 
with well written pieces then inaccurate statements are both less likely and 
also quickly and easily responded to. A well written report is likely to be widely 
circulated and used and therefore others interpretations tend to be less 
prominent allowing statisticians the first and loudest voice.  
 

2) The demand is clearly there for these types of interactive web-based 
products. The ONS twitter channel is at over 45,000 followers, each YouTube 
video gets over 500 views, the police.uk website has been viewed by over 5 
million people. The Census Data Visualisations have been the most 
successful release made by the Office for National Statistics (Box 3). 

 
3) The Guardian Datablog has more than a million users. Unless the GSS 

begins to develop its own deep, compelling, interactive content then 
increasingly other people’s interpretation of our statistics will have a louder 
voice than our own. Having the statistician’s voice speak first and loudest will 
be essential to maintain and enhance trust in official statistics. 

 
4) Unless we maximise the reach and accessibility of our material then over time 

others will develop into the statistical space and less reliable sources of 
information which are more accessible will grow in prominence, further 
weakening the statistical community. 

 
5) The cost of development is lower now than ever before. Open Source 

software coupled with an increased level of Internet programming skills 
means GSS staff should be able to develop in these areas relatively quickly. 

 
 
From a user perspective such a shift would see an increase in user satisfaction and 
would see: 
 

 An improved efficiency in finding and adding value to our information. 

 A real ease of access and clarity of presentation will broaden the user base 
who directly access our content. 

 Casual users who come for one bit of information will spend longer on the 
site, increasing their understanding and allowing them to improve their own 
work or understanding of the subject. 

 Customers will come to GSS statistics as their primary source because they 
get the best access to data, commentary and understanding from them.  



 

 

Where do we want to be? 
 
The presentation and dissemination of statistics needs to be revolutionised to catch-
up with the technological developments that have taken place over the past 5 years 
and which will continue to transform how users access information. In order to do this 
we need to systematically tackle the following aspects: 

 Access to our statistics.  

 Deep, compelling, interactive content. 

 Mobile web presence. 

 User feedback. 
 
 

Access to our statistics 

 
At present GSS statistics are accessible through www.gov.uk, the ONS website, 
websites of the devolved administrations and also websites of other statistics 
producers. Users often say it is difficult to find our statistics. Many users search for 
the publication they are interested in through Google rather than through the main 
channels in order to find what they are looking for. The Publication Hub is an 
important entry point with over 2 million visits per year but users want to have the 
publication calendar and the statistics in one place. 
 
The Publication Hub should be rejuvenated in order to: 

 Allow users to create their own personalised release calendar eg only see 
release dates for crime, justice and immigration for Scotland so that users can 
tailor the release calendar to their interests. 

 Use the language that real people use to let them find the release they need 
through a systematic effort to tag the releases properly. 

 Allow users to set up notifications for the publication of the releases they are 
interested in. 

 Release all the under-pinning data as Open Data so that others can set up 
Applications etc and further broaden the audience base. 

 Twitter should also be used for each release to notify users of its release. 

 Departmental releases should also be simplified to allow easier identification 
of the key statistics in well understood language. 

 
During 2014 a new Publication Hub will be launched on www.gov.uk which will 
improve access to statistics while maintaining their independence from policy 
making. 
 
As part of this programme of work the Government Statistical Service and 
Government Digital Service (GDS) should work together to strengthen the links 
between the organisations and ensure that a long-term vision for the access to 
statistics is developed and applied consistently across all websites involved in the 
dissemination of statistics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.gov.uk/


 

 

Deep, compelling, interactive content 
 
At present we have a number of different examples of good practice. In the vision of 
the future we could envisage the ideal release consisting of as many as possible and 
appropriate of: 

 A high quality, enticing summary written in language that is easy to 
understand, as illustrated by the Ministry of Justice (MoJ) and HSCIC’s 
statistical commentary. 

 An accompanying video/pod-cast which explains the key trends (based 
around the ONS examples of good practice here).  

 An e-book with the detailed commentary and tables ( by developing our 
PDF’s into full e-books) which helps get the information to students. 

 Interactive visualisations such as those used for the Census (Box 3), Open 
Justice website and Dept for Transport. 

 Interactive access to the under-pinning data and also release of under-
pinning data as Open Data (as per the DWP Tabulation Tool). 
 

 

 
Box 3 – Census visualisations 
 
 

These visualisations were all designed to help users get to the stories in the census 
data quickly. They were also designed to support a wide variety of uses and users, 
from interactive exploration, through to compelling narratives. These graphics 
exploited ONS expertise and statistical insight syndicated across multiple media 
platforms and attracted a huge amount of attention on social media, massively 
increasing the outreach of ONS data and analytical insight in the process. They have 
been copied and re-used by other statistical agencies. Feedback to these graphics 
from external users has been overwhelmingly positive. 
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/interactive/vp1-story-of-the-census/index.html . 
 

 
 

http://open.justice.gov.uk/
http://open.justice.gov.uk/
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/interactive/vp1-story-of-the-census/index.html


 

 

At the heart of all these remains the need for better analysis and commentary. While 
there are many examples across the GSS of improved commentary, some within the 
GSS remain unconvinced of the need for change in this area. 
 
There are three compelling reasons why improving commentary and analysis are 
essential: 

1) It allows users to fully understand the data being presented without which the 
scope for misinterpretation is large. The simple example in Box 4 illustrates 
the difference some explanation can have and although longer, the simple 
addition of this text prevented conclusions being drawn about discrimination 
which were not warranted on the strength of the available information. 
 

2) Fewer clarification questions because the clarity of the explanation is 
sufficient – leading to better use of staff time.  
 
For example, staff in ONS have recently been undertaking work across a 
range of Statistical Bulletins. Across each bulletin where work has been done 
to improve the commentary, the teams have all noted a substantial drop in the 
number of enquiries seeking clarification about the release on the day of 
release after improvements to commentary were made. 
 

3) Simply and most importantly – “the users want it”. These are not your “expert 
users” who the GSS are good at talking to but the local users, the silent users 
and those who read and use it to do their work (eg journalists). This can be 
seen through: 

a. re-use of well written commentary, 
b. and increased readership. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 
Box 4. Improving commentary – MoJ’s statistics on race and the 
criminal justice system 
 
 
Before  

In 2007 ethnicity was recorded in 81% of the Crown Court cases, similar to 82% in 
the previous year. A greater proportion of White defendants (78%) were found 
guilty than Black (75%) or Asian (73%) defendants. However, custodial sentences 
were given to a greater proportion of Black offenders (67%) and those in the Other 
category (68%) than White (53%) or Asian offenders (57%). 

 
After 

A higher percentage of those in the BME groups were sentenced to immediate 
custody for indictable offences than in the White group in 2010 (White 23%, Black 
27%, Asian 29% and Other 42%). This may in part be due to differences in plea 
between ethnic groups.  
 
In 2010, the highest average custodial sentence length (ACSL) for those given 
determinate sentences for indictable offences was recorded for the Black ethnic 
group, at 20.8 months, followed by the Asian and Other groups with averages of 
19.9 months and 19.7 months respectively. The lowest ACSL was recorded for the 
White group at 14.9 months.  
 
Both of these findings (proportions sentenced to immediate custody and ACSLs) 
should be treated with caution as there are a number of other factors which could 
effect sentence length including the mix of crimes committed; the seriousness of 
the offence; the presence of mitigating or aggravating factors; whether a 
defendant pleads guilty; or whether the defendant was represented or not. 
Research by the Ministry of Justice indicated, for example, that people from BME 
backgrounds were more likely to plead not guilty and be tried (Thomas, 2010). 
Based on current sentencing guidelines, a guilty plea can reduce a sentence by 
up to a third. Further work is therefore needed to assess whether the higher 
proportion sentenced to immediate custody is related to plea or other factors. 

 

 
 

Mobile web presence  

 

The mobile web is growing in significance. By the end of 2013 most web access was 

via the mobile internet. Many GSS websites have yet to be optimised for the mobile 

web leaving access to statistics over mobile devices to be less intuitive than for those 

accessing through desktops. 

 

At present Government Statistics are not widely available on mobile web 

technologies. The statistics only really exist as web pages. A good example of the 

sort of mobile web presence we could have is the BBC News Application – shown 

below (Box 5). 

 

As a GSS-wide application this could allow UK-wide and Devolved administrations 

data to be placed together with easy geographic identification of coverage etc. 



 

 

 

 
Box 5. BBC News application 
 

 
 

The BBC news application is 
designed to work on a variety of 
mobile devices, allowing easy 
access to news headlines and 
summaries. 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 
However, on mobile web presence there is further work to be done on how far the 
GSS goes and how much we leave to developers. There are a range of options: 

a) Fully develop the GSS websites so that they are easily mobile accessible as 
web sites but go no further in terms of developing Apps for these. 

b) As with Option a but also ensure that content is delivered in a way that allows 
others to develop these into Apps if there is market for the content.  

c) Develop and build our own Apps. 
 

At this stage the strategy has to be for our websites to be fully accessible through the 
mobile web, while further discussions take place as to the costs and benefits of 
further development.  
 
 

Skilled to deliver? 
 
There are three main skill types necessary for the delivery of the immediate parts of 
the Agenda: 

a) Analysis and commentary – its very difficult to create any deep, meaningful, 
interactive content without a full understanding of the database and the key 
stories 

b) Skills in using and developing the various tools eg developing YouTube 
videos, e-book authoring, creating visualisations; 

c) “Html and App” development skills. 
 

In consultation through PDC and with a “shadow PDC” of Assistant Statisticians, 
there was agreement that the skills for the first two are either present or easily 



 

 

developed within the GSS. Most people present said they programme a lot already in 
different languages so adding a new language to do these should be straightforward. 
The main block was access to the IT needed to do these due to blocks on use of 
Open Source software. 
However, App development skills go beyond what we have within the GSS 
community and would therefore need to be brought in through partnership work, 
contracting or other arrangements if the GSS was to develop into this area. 
The major skills gap is in presenting analysis and high-quality commentary. Although 
there are many examples of improved commentary there is still evidence of a need 
for improvement across many releases.  
 
The following activities are designed to improve commentary across the GSS: 

 A network of commentary champions. 

 A Good Practice team to identify and promote good practice. 

 Work lead by heads of profession in individual departments. 

 
 
  



 

 

Delivering the Strategy 
 
There are many things we could do which are not expensive in cost terms but require 
a consistent effort across the GSS. It is proposed these would be lead by GSS 
Presentation and Dissemination Committee unless otherwise stated. 
 
 

Presentation and Dissemination at the Heart of the GSS 
 

1) Placing as much importance on presentation and Dissemination as 
methodology and integrity and improving our capability and capacity to deliver 

a. By establishing an annual symposium for sharing developments and 
best practice in Presentation and Dissemination similar to the 
Methodology Symposium 

b. Ensuring the GSS Competency framework fully reflects the skills 
required for Presentation and Dissemination 

c. Work with Government IT to get key open source products which 
would enable development to be made available across Government  

d. Undertake training in core skills: 
i. Making videos/podcasts of statistical content. 
ii. Developing Google visualisation. 
iii. Writing great commentary through Good Practice Team and 

GSS experts. 
iv. Use of social media. 
v. Standards and guidance for release of high quality 

infographics and visualisations. 
 
 

Getting the basics right 
 

e. Ensure all publications have a Plain English web summary of the Key 
findings using  good practice from the Good Practice Team in the 
National Statistician’s Office; 

f. Review the writing for the web course to improve understanding of 
good commentary and analysis; 

g. Drive up the quality of commentary through Good Practice Team and 
increasing uptake and delivery of the Writing for the Web course 
across the GSS; 

h. All Departments should publicise their releases through Twitter or 
other relevant Social media; 
 
 

Harnessing current good practice to make deep, meaningful, interactive 
content a reality 
 
Pilot two areas to develop the full suite of activities on deep, meaningful, interactive 
content and showcase it to get more statistics producers using more innovative and 
better ways of disseminating information; 

i. Harness innovation by continually promulgating developments and 
best practice 

j. Harness the enthusiasm and skills of our workforce  
 
 



 

 

Improve access to our statistics 
 

k. Redeveloping the Publication Hub by end of 2014 with improved 
search functionality and tagging of statistical releases 

l. Each Department to create plain English descriptions of their releases 
to aid ability to find releases 

m. Working with GDS to ensure that developments are managed across 
all statistical disseminators to provide best possible level of service for 
users 

There are two areas where developments could be costly and where further 
feasibility work is recommended 

1) Should there be a GSS-wide web-based data store building on the 
Census release – this should be picked up by the Data Strategy Group 
and PDC jointly 

2) How far should we go in readying ourselves for the Mobile web across the 
GSS. 

It is recommended that these areas are explored in more detail as to the costs of 
doing this 
 
 
 

 
 

  



 

 

 
 


