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Introduction 
 
This document from the National Statistician outlines 
the official statistics system as it is in the UK today, 
provides examples of some recent successes, and 
raises key strategic challenges that we, as the UK 
producers of official statistics, must strive to meet. 
 
Every day in the UK, decisions are made and money 
invested based on official statistics.  
 
As the backbone of the democratic debate, it is 
impossible to open a daily newspaper or watch a 
news broadcast without seeing references to data on 
the economy, labour market, health, education, 
crime, defence, or the environment, to name a few.  
 
While Government and Parliament are themselves 
significant users of statistics, they are also used 
extensively by industry and the wider community; by 
companies who need economic or labour market 
data to decide whether to invest in new staff or 
equipment, or by individuals who seek information on 
access to Services, health and care, or education 
and training. 
 
In the last year, UK producers of official statistics 
published thousands of statistical releases and 
reports covering some 1,500 main subjects, providing 
extensive insight into the present state of UK affairs 
and how they have changed over time. 
 
Many of these statistics have developed in direct 
response to departmental policy agendas. This is a 
real strength, but we need to strengthen the overall 
approach to planning and prioritisation, so that our 
combined effort continues to best serve the public 
good. 
 
As an essential part of effective democracy we also 
have a responsibility to inform wider debate. This 
means listening, and responding, to the needs of the 
public at large. 

Facts and figures (UK unless 
stated) 
 
61.4 million people (mid-2008) 
 
25.2 million households 
 
Gross Domestic Product 
increased 0.3% in the fourth quarter 
of 2009, compared with a decrease of 
0.3 per cent in the third quarter. 
 
£9 trillion of household wealth in 
Great Britain (as measured 2006-2008). 
The wealthiest 20% of households had 
62% of total wealth, while the bottom 10 
per cent had negative net wealth. 
 
Life expectancy from birth is 
77.4 for males and 81.6 for females 
(2006-08) 
 
2.4 million people in higher 
education/training (2008/09) 
 
2.46 million (7.8%) unemployed 
(October to December 2009) 
 
Consumer Price Inflation 3.5% in 
January 2010, up from 2.9% in 
December. 
 
150.1 thousand new motor cars 
registered in December 2009 – an 
increase of 37% compared to December 
2008. 
 
70% of households with internet 
access in 2009 – a rise of 11% in a 
year. 
 
Greenhouse gas emissions fell by 
1.9% to 628.3 million tonnes 
between 2007 and 2008. 
 
In England, the average (median) 
waiting time, from referral to 
treatment, for NHS patients admitted to 
hospital in December 2009 was 7.7 
weeks, compared with 7.6 weeks a 
year earlier.  

Responding to the flu pandemic 
As the need to monitor confirmed and suspected cases of 
the H1N1 virus emerged, staff in the Department of 
Health provided daily reports on patients admitted to NHS 
hospitals by age band, comorbidity, number in critical 
care and mortalities. The data helped identify groups 
most likely to suffer severe reactions, which helped 
identify priority groups for vaccination. The weekly 
summary has helped reassure the public that the NHS is 
monitoring the situation and responding accordingly. 
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There is much to be proud of in what we do and how 
we do it, yet we need to continuously improve. In 
some areas, such as monitoring bank activities, 
household debt, individual and societal well-being, 
and migration, we need to provide more information, 
and more quickly than before. 
 
We also need to ensure that UK statistics are well 
explained and easily available to all who need them. 
There are some excellent examples of information 
delivery across government, and industry offers more 
techniques that may help us to exploit government 
data better. 
 
At a time of exceptional financial challenge we must 
strike the right balance between maintaining existing 
series, and meeting future needs. This means: 
• improving the efficiency of what we do and, through 

evidence, helping others do the same; 
• maintaining the relevance of our series’ both 

current and new; and, 
• making our output more understandable and 

accessible to all users. 
 

 
 
Official Statistics 
  

The responsibilities and governance arrangements 
for UK producers of official statistics are laid down 
in the Statistics and Registration Service Act 2007, 
and are supported by a Code of Practice for Official 
Statistics and related Orders. This includes the 
legal basis for the independent UK Statistics 
Authority whose role is to promote and safeguard 
the production, publication, quality and 
comprehensiveness of official statistics that serve 
the public good. 
 
The Authority’s independent scrutiny role has 
already helped focus improvements in the quality 

and accessibility of official statistics, and strengthened the support available to those 
involved in official statistics production. 
 
In the UK, official statistics are produced by highly skilled and professional staff within the 
Office for National Statistics, other government departments, their arms length bodies, and 
the devolved administrations. These bodies set their own priorities for official statistics 
given the resources at their disposal, and all strive to meet the high standards set out in 
the Code of Practice for Official Statistics and other legislation. 

National Statistician’s Vision 
Statistics, analysis and advice used in debate 

and decision-making. 

Improving migration statistics 
The ONS Centre for Demography was 
established, working with the devolved 
administrations, other government 
departments and external bodies to 
improve and promote coherence, 
coverage and presentation of migration 
statistics. The Centre has prepared 
coherent UK-wide plans on population 
statistics, established an inter-
departmental Migration Statistics 
Improvement Programme, and 
developed new products to fill gaps in 
information needs such as short-term 
migration estimates at local authority 
level. 

New statistical bulletin on 
Operation of Police Powers 
The Home Office took the lead in 
developing a new statistical bulletin on 
Operation of Police Powers under the 
Terrorism Act 2000. The new bulletin 
provides a single and consistent source 
of information on terrorism arrests and 
their outcomes. It combines information 
from different sources to help ensure a 
common understanding of how the 
criminal justice system is working in 
relation to terrorists.  

“Accurate and timely statistics are 
essential ingredients to successful policy 
making. Recent experience in other 
countries shows the cost of statistics 
which lack credibility can be very high 
indeed. We are fortunate in the UK to 
have strong official statistics supported 
by a Statistics Authority, independent of 
government.” 
 
Nick Macpherson 
Permanent Secretary, HM Treasury 
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Professional expertise - where and when it’s needed 
 
There is great strength in having both a central Office for 
National Statistics and close proximity to policy makers 
in departments and the devolved administrations. By 
working across government, statisticians provide a 
professional, knowledgeable, flexible and cost effective 
resource, able to produce quality products and analysis, 
proactively and in response to changing user needs. 
 
In many departments and the devolved administrations, 
statisticians form part of multi-disciplinary teams 
comprising statisticians, operational researchers, social 
researchers, economists, and scientists/engineers. 
 
Each discipline brings unique skills and all share the ability to support horizon scanning, 
assess potential scenarios, evaluate implementation and impact, and inform resource 
allocation. 
 
Together, this professional analytical group 
provides a well-rounded understanding of policy 
delivery and context, and an ability to tap into the 
cross-government network to make rapid linkages 
on cross-cutting issues such as climate change. 
 
The Government Statistical Service has developed 
some very rich data sources that go well beyond 
just the production of statistics. For example, DWP 
administrative data sets are being used to support 
customer insight, performance management, 
benefit take-up campaigns and service delivery. 
Being in departments, statisticians are also able to 
influence the development of administrative 
systems which can prevent major and unnecessary 
spend on supplementary data capture. 
 
Together, reliable statistics, alongside scientific and 
other analytical expertise, provide the foundation of 
good evidence-based policy and decision making in 
government and the wider community. 
 
 
Evolving to meet future needs 
 
At a time of exceptional financial pressures, statisticians play a crucial role in providing 
evidence and advice to help others with their efficiency agendas, whilst finding our own 
efficiencies too. We must balance the need to deliver on existing commitments and 
respond to emerging needs - for example, maintaining existing statistical series (which in 
many cases span decades), developing our role in supporting performance management, 
whilst meeting demand for new knowledge and understanding - for example, on the 
changing shape of the UK population, our fiscal position and climate change. 
 
Measurement of such issues does not always sit neatly within a single department and, as 
a result, UK producers must increasingly work across administrative boundaries. 
 

Statisticians, alongside the other 
analytical professions, help to: 
• specify and gather evidence 
• analyse and interpret data 
• monitor policy performance 
• advise decision-makers 
• inform debate  
• identify and solve problems 
• present options – costs, 

benefits and risks 
• test and assess new ideas

Efficient and consistent coal 
statistics 
The Department of Energy and Climate 
Change (DECC) has completed a 
consultation on the collection and 
dissemination of monthly coal 
statistics. Views were sought on the 
proposal to move from monthly to 
quarterly collection, whilst working with 
trade associations to maximise use of 
the data. The changes taken forward 
following this consultation have a 
number of benefits including reduced 
burden placed on coal producers, 
making the best use of existing 
sources and increased consistency 
between DECC coal data and that 
published by related organisations, 
increased transparency in published 
tables and a greater understanding of 
how the tables are used by external 
users. 
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The delivery of regular products and policy focused analysis occupies the largest part of a 
statistician’s time and in many cases is becoming even harder to deliver. Survey response 
rates are declining in many countries, including the UK, as changing living arrangements 
make it much harder for us to contact respondents. 
 
We must reach out and engage better with 
those who supply our data and ensure we 
make it as easy as possible for them to 
respond. As always, we will continue to give 
highest priority to preserving the 
confidentiality of their information. 
 
On dissemination, there are some excellent 
examples of flexible information delivery 
amongst UK producers of official statistics, 
yet a large part of what we do today still 
resides in static tables and releases. With 
rising user expectations, we must do more 
to share dissemination best practice within 
government and be quick to recognise and 
embrace the significant expertise that exists 
elsewhere. 
 
In short, we have to keep our methods up to 
date, reach out and engage more 
consistently with suppliers and users, and 
use technology better. 
 
The key to meeting such challenges is to ensure we maintain a clear and current 
understanding of the need for, and use of, official statistics; exemplary leadership 
which inspires innovation amongst an experienced and self-confident professional group; 
and effective planning and prioritisation. 
 
 
Understanding users and their needs 
 
The direct and indirect public impact of official statistics 
places a great responsibility on statisticians and other 
producers to ensure that they remain relevant, reliable, 
and available in the most timely and accessible way. 
  
Across government we have good information on user 
needs from existing fora (such as those on the current 
economic climate and requirements of the 2011 Census), 
but we are not always successful in joining up this 
information to identify and address common themes. 
 
We must build on current lines of user engagement to 
create a more coherent understanding of the need for, and 
use of, official statistics. The work of existing user groups 
and bodies, such as the Statistics User Forum, will 
certainly help, as will studies such as the UK Statistics 
Authority led project on Strengthening the User Voice. 
 

Key users 
• Parliament 
• central government 
• devolved administrations 
• local government 
• industry 
• academia 
• media 
• public 
• international community 

Census user engagement 
The Census team engaged 
with users via the web, road 
show events, focus groups and 
advisory / special interest 
groups. This resulted in a clear 
understanding of the user need 
for new questions on issues 
such as migration, language, 
and national identity. 

Collaborative improvements to 
information on waste management 
Detailed data on the waste management 
activity from all UK local authorities is provided 
by a web based collection system. It is a 
successful collaboration between all four UK 
countries which produced more timely, detailed 
and frequent results, including tonnage of 
material collected, material type and disposal 
method. The data collected are used for setting 
targets and the subsequent evaluation of a 
range of policy measures and performance 
targets on waste and recycling, such as the 
Landfill Allowance Trading Scheme and Local 
Government Performance Framework 
indicators. The system provides more accurate 
and detailed UK level results with 100% 
response from local authorities across the UK. 
It has resulted in analysts from the Department 
for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(DEFRA) working more efficiently and being 
able to meet a wider range of ad hoc data 
requests. 
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Statistical challenge 
 
There are real strengths in the UK statistical system, but as the world is changing rapidly 
we must continue to evolve. The main priorities for producers or official statistics are: 
 
Maintaining Relevance – a more coordinated and transparent approach to user 
engagement, planning and prioritisation, to help identify and address common or cross-
cutting issues so that we best meet user needs. 
 
Quality and Standards – whilst the quality of much of what we do is excellent, and 
complies well with international standards, we must continue to improve; particularly to 
enhance the comparability of our outputs in response to user needs. We should share 
more our experience and best practice across the UK statistical community and also with 
those outside of government and internationally. 
 
Collection and data exploitation – ensuring that we make best use of the data we have 
(for example, using provisions within the 2007 Act and other legislation to link across 
departmental boundaries), and collect only what we need in the most effective way. We 
must look at our approach and use of technology across departmental boundaries and 
with external producers, to minimise overlap, costs and respondent burden. 
 
Accessibility – building relationships with respondents and users by providing more 
flexible access to our data (supporting initiatives such as data.gov.uk) and providing better 
textual commentary and analysis within our statistical releases. 
 
Professionalism – increasing knowledge and experience of the professional group by 
sharing best practice with each other and the outside world. 
 
 
These priorities outline what we must seek to achieve if we are to meet increasing 
demands and challenges at a time of significant financial constraints. There are numerous 
ways in which we might meet each of these challenges, but at the heart of our future 
direction must be a clear understanding of our users, greater coordination of strategic 
issues across departmental boundaries, and a commitment to work together and with the 
wider statistical and stakeholder community. 
 
 
 
 
Jil Matheson 
National Statistician 
March 2010 


