
Improving user engagement for 
official statistics 

 

Introduction 
 

Official statistics are used by a broad range of individuals and organisations to make 
decisions. As such, the value of the statistics lies in their wide and informed use, and they 
must be able to adapt to best serve user requirements.  

The Code of Practice for Official Statistics gives great emphasis to producers consulting on 
and meeting the needs not just of government users, but also of the wider user community. 
The need to improve on current arrangements is reflected in the requirements arising from 
the UK Statistics Authority’s assessments of official statistics.  

The Royal Statistical Society’s Statistics User Forum is a well-established organisation that 
is home to a variety of user groups. It reflects the importance to users of being able to 
communicate both with each other and with the producers of official statistics. It is however 
evident that the groups would benefit from broadening their reach, and improving 
arrangements for communication between their membership and with producers. 

There have been encouraging developments in recent years. For example, producers have 
begun to explore ways to expand their reach beyond their known (often internal) users, and 
user groups are making better use of web tools. There is still however a great deal more to 
be done to engage a wider range of users, facilitate communication, and develop and 
sustain a continuous dialogue between users and producers. In March 2012, GSS Theme 
Leaders and user group leaders met to review current arrangements and develop 
recommendations for both user groups and producers. 

This guidance presents these recommendations alongside case studies, examples of good 
practice, and links to further resources. It is expected that the guidance will be updated as 
further good practice emerges. It is divided into two sections which encompass the principles 
of good user engagement: 

 
Expanding reach 
 

• Reach the full range of users at all levels of expertise  
• Encourage the involvement of users, and makes it easy for them to express their 

views 
 
Improving engagement 
 

• Recognise and appreciate the contribution that users can bring to discussions of 
priorities and areas for improvement, from decisions about what data to collect to 
what formats they are disseminated in. 

• Allow relationships to be forged between users and producers, recognising their 
interdependency. 

• Include feedback loops that provide information about the outcomes of user 
engagement activity. 



 

 
 

Summary of recommendations 
 
 
Expanding reach 
 
 Use a range of approaches to reach a wide range of users, including non-experts. 

 
 Make best use of existing information on users held by your organisation. 

 
 Improve the presentation and dissemination of statistical outputs. 

 
 Research the use of products, and keep up-to-date with developments in your 

subject area. 
 

 Communicate with colleagues from other disciplines. 
 
 Provide information on users and user groups on producer websites and in 

publications. 
 
Improving engagement 

 
 Make use of a range of approaches for engagement. 

 
 Use online approaches such as StatsUserNet to enable more continuous user/user 

and user/producer communication. 
 
 Develop partnerships between producers and user groups. 

 
 Provide users with the opportunity to feed back on outputs from the point of access. 

 
 Collaborate with other user groups/business areas on issues of common concern, 

ensuring that engagement is on topics that are intuitive to users.  
 
 Compile and prioritise user requirements, implement changes, and communicate the 

results to users. 

 Be open and transparent, explaining limitations and priorities, and how user input has 
changed outputs. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

1. Expanding reach 
 
In general, producers of official statistics are well engaged with their major policy customers, 
but less so with the multitude of users outside of government. Similarly, user groups are 
often focused on experts users. Engagement should not be restricted to those already ‘in the 
know’; a variety of means should be used to reach as wide a range of users as possible, and 
provide them with the opportunity to contribute. Key users of official statistics include: 
 

• Major policy customers – Ministers, the Devolved Administrations and European 
and international bodies.  

• Other government departments  
• Sub-national organisations – local authorities, other local public sector bodies and 

regional observatories  
• Academics and researchers – individual academics or researchers, special interest 

groups, research institutes, academic organisations, data intermediaries, 
professional organisations and learned societies, think tanks 

• Private sector –businesses, professional bodies 
• Voluntary and community sector  
• Journalists / media 
• Citizens - whether represented by an interest or user group or not.  

 
User communities 
 
The Royal Statistical Society’s Statistics User Forum (SUF) was established to represent 
users of official statistics, and is home to groups covering various topics, categories of 
datasets, and organisations with similar interests. Each of these aims to represent user 
needs and influence the development of official statistics. A full list of SUF user groups and 
contacts can be found on the RSS website. 
 
The RSS’s StatsUserNet website was developed to expand the reach of existing user 
groups, facilitate the creation of new groups, and allow for more continuous communication 
between members. It also provides producers with the direct access to user communities. 
Both user groups and producers are encouraged to participate, and suggestions for 
communities are welcome. 
 
 
Researching users 
 
Producers and user groups should be proactive in identifying uses and users, and this 
requires research.  This does not have to be an extensive and costly exercise; a great deal 
can be achieved through some simple steps, and through developing a full understanding of 
the context in which statistics are produced. For example: 
 

• Set up Google alerts and use Google Scholar to establish how outputs are used in 
the media and more widely 

• Monitor Twitter for references to publications 
• Keep up-to-date with the latest developments in the broader subject area, for 

example by strengthening links with other analysts and professions in departments, 
and engaging with external experts. 

 

http://www.rss.org.uk/site/cms/contentviewarticle.asp?article=1136�
http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/Home/�


 

 
 

Government departments may also collect information on users that can give insight into 
user requirements and provide contacts, for example: 
 

• feedback  
• complaints 
• web metrics 
• consultation responses 
• social media 
• customer satisfaction surveys 
• events and conferences 
• FOI requests 
• ad hoc requests 
• media monitoring 

 

Effective presentation and dissemination 
 
Effective user engagement is dependent on accessible, relevant and broadly disseminated 
outputs. This applies not only to official statistics products, but also to consultations, 
engagement exercises and the work of user groups. For example, it is no longer sufficient to 
expect users to find out that views are being invited on a particular issue through visits to a 
website that they may not frequently use. A variety of approaches should be used to reach 
users, and web technology presents opportunities in this area. Producers should also seek 
opportunities to present their work to new audiences, for example at conferences, seminars 
and user group meetings. 
 
The details of presentation and dissemination are out of the scope of this guidance, but are 
covered comprehensively elsewhere: 
 

• The GSS's 'Writing About Statistics' and the UNECE's 'Making Data Meaningful' 
publications provide guidance on writing statistical commentary, together with 
examples of good practice. 

• Part 2 of ‘Making Data Meaningful’ provides guidance on preparing effective tables, 
charts and maps. 

• The ONS’s Data Visualisation Centre has developed tools that are available for other 
departments to use. For example, DECC have used the Centre’s interactive mapping 
tool to present a variety of their statistical outputs.  

• Ed Swires-Hennessey has undertaken a great number of reviews of government 
statistics websites, and also presents good practice guidance on his website. 

• The GSS’s web dissemination strategy outlines the approaches to improving 
accessibility of outputs on the internet. 

• The GSS’s Social Media Guidance presents guidelines for use of various social 
media channels, along with best practice  

http://statnet.gss.gov.uk/statnet/statnet.nsf/6f111bd2854bbd0280256afc00761507/8cca0908407efdc18025790200444aa6?OpenDocument�
http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/writing/�
http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/statistics/local_auth/interactive/interactive.aspx�
http://surfingwithed.wordpress.com/�
http://statnet.gss.gov.uk/statnet/statnet.nsf/6f111bd2854bbd0280256afc00761507/24c82256d2294a6c802578d4003c16c2?OpenDocument�
http://statnet.gss.gov.uk/statnet/statnet.nsf/6f111bd2854bbd0280256afc00761507/79a564d0c93b47c1802579b900613100?OpenDocument�


 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendations 
 
 Use a range of approaches to reach a wide range of users, including non-experts. 

 
 Make best use of existing information on users held by your organisation. 

 
 Improve the presentation and dissemination of statistical outputs. 

 
 Research the use of products, and keep up-to-date with developments in your 

subject area. 
 

 Communicate with colleagues from other disciplines. 
 
 Provide information on users and user groups on producer websites and in 

publications. 

‘Expanding reach’ - Statistical consultation at the 
Ministry of Justice 
 
The Ministry of Justice’s statistical consultation historically received a handful of 
responses from expert users, and a variety of approaches have recently been used to 
broaden the reach. These include: 

• A press notice with quotes from the Minister and National Statistician.  

• Use of the department’s Twitter feed  
• Direct letter from the Chief Statistician to approximately 4,500 stakeholders on 

the department’s stakeholder database  
• Letters from the Chief Statistician to experts within the field and the posting of 

the consultation to the British Society for Criminology Statistics Network  
• Internal communications across the National Offender Management Service and 

Youth Offending Teams  
• Emails to specialist groups of interest 
• Announcement on the department’s homepage 

 
This communication strategy resulted in re-posting of the Press Notice and Twitter feed 
across more than twenty different blogs, websites and articles in specialist newsletters. 
The communications team provided an on-line consultation tool, which means that the 
results could be processed automatically without needing additional resource. 
This approach resulted in a much higher number of responses than any previous 
consultation, with input from a broader range of users. This enabled the department to 
gain a deeper insight into user requirements. 
 



 

 
 

2. Improving engagement 

 
Engagement means involving users in the decisions that are taken in the development of 
official statistics. Good communication and use of a range of approaches is central to this. 
Engagement should be seen as a continuous process that reaches the widest possible 
range of users, and that builds relationships that are mutually beneficial. 
  
There are a variety of forms of engagement/consultation, depending on what outcomes 
producers (or users) are seeking. Three main types of user engagement can be identified: 
 

• Continuous dialogue between users and producers of official statistics 
• Engagement with users about specific changes and plans 
• Formal consultations (e.g. those conducted under the Cabinet Office rules)  

 
Formal consultations are traditionally the method used by producers to gather user views. 
Although these are important, there are a number of other approaches that can be used to 
broaden reach and develop a more productive dialogue.  For user groups, the opportunities 
for online communication mean that their activities need no longer be restricted by a 
schedule of face-to-face meetings or email correspondence. 
 
 
User communities 
 
The Royal Statistical Society’s Statistics User Forum is home to a variety of user groups and 
affiliated organisations. A full list of groups and contacts can be found on the RSS website, 
and a number of groups now have a presence on StatsUserNet. 
 
It is recognised that the forum does not cover the full range of topics, and users and 
producers are encouraged to contact the RSS with ideas for new groups. StatsUserNet also 
presents the opportunity to establish virtual user groups (see below). 
 
Expertise within user groups can complement that of the suppliers, and the relationship will 
be most fruitful if it is seen as a partnership. Expert users are often also suppliers and their 
knowledge of the data can contribute to improving its quality. Group members with a 
background in media can give feedback on the usefulness or otherwise of commentary on 
the statistics provided by the suppliers.   

http://www.rss.org.uk/site/cms/contentviewarticle.asp?article=1136�
mailto:j.tucker@rss.org.uk�


 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Advisory / steering groups  
 
Expert groups are important for focused input into development of products. It should 
however be noted that by their nature they are restricted in coverage and may not reach the 

User communities - the RPI/CPI User Group 
 
Since its formation in 2011, the Statistics User Forum’s RPI/CPI User Group has 
employed a variety of approaches to develop a diverse and focused user community. 
 
Reach 
 

• The Chair of the group ensured a broad initial user representation, drawing on 
know contacts. 

• The relevant government departments are engaged with the group’s activities. 
• The RSS and StatsUserNet Twitter feeds were used to publicise the group and 

highlight its key activities. 
• Creation of an online community on StatsUserNet has increased the group’s 

membership by 30 per cent. 
 
Meetings and events 
 

• The group meets regularly to a timetable that allows input into key developments 
in the area, and also makes use of the meeting room/events facilities available for 
Statistics User Forum groups at the RSS. 

 
Development of a resource library 
 

• The group used StatsUserNet to develop a user-generated library of relevant 
materials, including presentations from meetings, articles and useful links. ONS 
have also contributed relevant articles and presentations. 

 
Online communication 
 

• StatsUserNet has proved important for supporting the group’s activities. It has 
provided the facility for discussion outside of face-to-face meetings, and has 
allowed for well-considered contributions to debates and consultations. It is 
currently the most active community on StatsUserNet, with over 200 discussion 
posts. 

 
Focus 
 

• The group has produced a response to the ONS’s consultation on the CPI. 
Volunteers developed an initial draft, which was circulated by email, discussed on 
StatsUserNet forum and at a user group meeting.  

 
 

http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/StatsUserNet/Communities/Resources/LibraryDashboard/?communitykey=3fb113ec-7c7f-424c-aad9-ae72f0a40f65&tab=LibraryFoldersDashboard�


 

 
 

full range of users. It may be effective to use advisory groups to develop proposals in the 
first instance, and disseminate to a wider range of users as follow-up. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Meetings/events 
 
Meetings and events are effective at developing relationships between users and producers, 
and drawing focus on particular issues. The Health Statistics User Group and the Labour 
Market Statistics user group hold regular events, seminars and conferences with user and 
producer representation. Provisions should be made for follow-up after the event, including 
for those unable to attend, and online approaches should be used to facilitate this. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Web tools 
 
Online methods are best used alongside other user engagement activities, and can be 
invaluable in broadening reach and facilitating more continuous communication.  
 
Government departments and user groups have begun to use these tools (which include 
Huddle and LinkedIn Groups). For official statistics, it is considered that undertaking all 
activities on one platform serves to increase profile and allows cross-cutting issues to be 
more easily identified. The Royal Statistical Society’s StatsUserNet site was developed for 
this purpose. 
 

The Labour Market Statistics User Group and the RPI/CPI User Group post presentations 
on StatsUserNet and give the opportunity for further input. 
 

As part of ONS’s methodological review of the "Ownership of UK Quoted Shares" (Share 
Ownership) publication, the Office for National Statistics are creating two working groups.  
 

• An expert group to consider the suitability of sources and methods employed, whilst 
identifying comparison statistics. 
 

• A user group to develop understanding of users’ needs and to discuss possible 
improvements. 
 

ONS publicised these groups, along with their user engagement survey, to the Business 
Statistics and Financial and Economic Statistics groups on StatsUserNet. They received a 
record number of responses to the survey, and successfully established groups covering a 
range of users. 
 

http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/Home/�
http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/StatsUserNet/Communities/Resources/ViewDocument/?DocumentKey=1757ec55-b72c-4144-892e-29dcc1543f33�
http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/StatsUserNet/Communities/Resources/ViewDocument/?DocumentKey=1757ec55-b72c-4144-892e-29dcc1543f33�


 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

‘Web tools’ case study - StatsUserNet 
 
StatsUserNet is the Royal Statistical Society’s interactive website for all users of official 
statistics. It has facilities for discussions, file sharing, events publicity, blogs and multimedia. A 
variety of topic-based communities have been established since launch in March 2012, and 
these have been host to discussions on high profile areas such as inflation measures and 
national well-being. Progress so far has revealed a number of advantages to online 
engagement, particularly when used alongside other approaches: 
 
 
Flexibility  
 

• The site has provided the opportunity for discussion and debate outside of face-to-face 
meetings. 

• Discussion posts have varied from short questions to longer, reflective accounts. 
 
Reach 
 

• There were over 1,000 sign-ups to the site in the first three months since launch, and it 
has attracted new members for topic based groups.  

• It has provided the opportunity for users who are not members of a formal user group 
to have their say.  

• Covering all topics on one website strengthens its profile, helping it to become a 
recognised channel for engagement 

• The membership of each community provides valuable information about the types of 
user who are interested in given topics, and contacts to draw upon. 

 
Documentation 
 

• A number of communities have already begun to build a library of reference material.  
• Discussion posts remain on the site in a threaded format, meaning that there is an 

easily searchable record. 
 
Communication 
 

• Online communication encourages reflection and discourages knee-jerk responses. 
There are numerous examples of well-considered and comprehensive posts. 

 
Incidental learning 
 

• Users who have joined the site with a particular topic in mind have subsequently found 
others of interest. 

 
Contact the RSS if you have an idea for a StatsUserNet community 
(statsusernet@rss.org.uk). 

 
 

http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/Home/�


 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Making use of the range of options - the Health Statistics 
User Group (HSUG) 
 
HSUG is a long-standing member of the Statistics User Forum, having recently celebrated its 
20th anniversary, and holds regular meetings with users and producers of health statistics. It is 
a good example of a group that explores a range of options for user engagement, and has 
strong links to producers. The HSUG approach illustrates what can be done with relatively 
small resources to build productive user-producer relationships, and how StatsUserNet can be 
used to complement more traditional methods of communication. 

 
• It has a number of sub-groups focusing on specific topics (e.g. maternity and cancer 

statistics). These enable specialists to engage in detailed discussions in their areas of 
interest as well as in more general health information issues. 

 
• The group has established an arrangement with the Information Centre for Health and 

Social Care who provide a single point of contact for addressing questions from 
members. The group is also developing an FAQ on their recently launched StatsUserNet 
website, and once this contains a reasonable amount of information users will be 
encouraged to consult this first, thus reducing the burden on the Information Centre. A 
Resources section is also being developed on StatsUserNet which will complement the 
FAQ section by providing reports and other documents together with links to other 
information relevant to users of health information. 
 

• HSUG produces responses to relevant consultations, finding common ground where 
possible. These draw on discussions at workshops and meetings, which aim to provide 
participants with relevant information for their work as well as getting feedback on 
proposed changes. HSUG advocates discussing prospective changes at as early a 
stage as possible. For example, a workshop was held with the GSS Health and Social 
Care Theme to help inform strategic priorities for the Theme. It proved effective to 
involve users at this early stage, as opposed to a formal consultation on strategic 
priorities that had already been developed.  

 
• HSUG seeks to collaborate with other groups that share a common interest. For 

example, they held a seminar together with the Local Authority Research and 
Intelligence Association, covering the transfer of local public health responsibilities. 
HSUG is a UK wide group, and aims to run at least some of its meetings outside 
London. 
 

• HSUG recognises that it is important that the results of any user engagement exercises 
are made available to both participants and non-participants. StatsUserNet provides 
facilities to do this, and to invite further comments and discussion. However, HSUG 
believes that web based approaches will continue to need to be supplemented by face 
to face interaction between users and between users and producers. 

 
 

http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/HealthStatisticsUserGroup/Home/�
http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/HealthStatisticsUserGroup/Home/�


 

 
 

Collaboration  

Although the functions of producers and user groups were set up for a specific purpose, it is 
important to seek opportunities for collaboration to engage with users more effectively on 
issues that cross the boundaries of teams or organisations. Good collaboration allows for 
increased profile, reduced duplication of effort, and a more coherent experience for the user. 
Evidence suggests that there is a great deal of room for improvement in this area for both 
producer and user groups, although there are a number of examples of good practice 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Turning engagement into action 
 
Efforts into improving user engagement may be wasted unless they result in an improved 
user experience. For producers, this involves compiling and prioritising user needs, and 
using these to develop an action plan. To assist with this, user groups should also 
endeavour to reach common ground, prioritise requirements, and communicate these to 
producers.  Although it is important to pay particular attention to the needs of regular and 
extensive users, the views of the wider user community should also be considered. 
 
Communication with users should not stop at the point of having gathered feedback; if users 
are to continue to engage, they must know that their input has been taken into account. It is 
therefore vital that producers communicate to users what has been done as a result of their 
input, and also what was not possible and why. There is also a responsibility for user groups 
to communicate the results of engagement exercises to their members. 
 
Recommendations 
 
 Make use of a range of approaches for engagement. 

 
 Use online approaches such as StatsUserNet to enable more continuous user/user 

and user/producer communication. 
 
 Ensure involvement of producers in user group activities and online communities, 

and collaborate on organisation of events and activities. 
 
 Provide users with the opportunity to feed back on outputs from the point of access 

(e.g. a prominent email address, a link to the relevant area of StatsUserNet, or an 
option to say whether they found what they were looking for and whether it was 
useful). 
 

• The Business and Trade Statistics User Group and the ONS jointly developed the 
Business and Trade Statistics community on StatsUserNet. This community now 
has around 150 members with lead contributors for both users and producers.  

• The Society of Business Economists and the Financial and Economic Statistics 
User Group co-organised 'The UK GDP debate' - a very successful event 
reaching a wide audience. 

• The 2011 Census dissemination and analysis teams collaborated to develop a 
single 2011 Census community on StatsUserNet.  

 



 

 
 

 Collaborate with other user groups/business areas on issues of common concern, 
ensuring that engagement is on topics that are intuitive to users  

 
 Document the impact of user engagement on official statistics outputs, and 

communicate this to users.  

 Compile and prioritise user requirements, implement changes, and communicate the 
results to users. 

 Be open and transparent, explaining limitations and priorities, and how user input has 
changed outputs. 


