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Minutes of the  
National Statistics Harmonisation Steering Group (NSH SG) Meeting 

17th October 2014, 11:00 to 12:00 hrs 
Via Audio 

     
Attendees:    
Emma Wright (Chair) ONS   
Jacqui Jones ONS   
Hersh Mann  UK Data Service   
Jan Thomas ONS   
Kate Bedford HSCIC   
Palvi Shah ONS   
Pete Brodie ONS   
Siobhan Carey BIS   
Becki Aquilina (Secretariat) ONS   
    
 
1.0 Welcome and Introduction 
 
1.1 Emma welcomed members to the meeting and explained she is chairing on behalf of Jacqui 

who had another meeting to attend and would be slightly delayed. 
 
2.0 Review minutes and actions from 3rd audio meeting (17th September 2014) – Emma 

Wright 
  
2.1 The previous meeting minutes were agreed. Some actions were complete but others are 

ongoing. Kate apologised for not providing Health and Social Care potential case study material 
to Jan due to not being in the office (Action 2. from 16th July meeting) however Jan informed the 
group it was no longer required as four case studies were sent to the GSS SPSC for the 16th 
October meeting and approved. 

 
  
3.0  GSS SPSC verbal update (from 16th October meeting) – Jacqui Jones and Pete Brodie 
 
3.1 The strategic role of the Steering Group was agreed by the SPSC and no questions were 

raised.  
 

3.2 The four case studies were agreed by the SPSC and the committee was happy with the 
different types of harmonisation issues raised. 
 

3.3 In general, it was felt the SPSC was extremely positive and supportive of harmonisation and 
stated the harmonisation team has permission to be more active and to be empowered. John 
Pullinger (National Statistician) stated that harmonisation is the way forward, even more so with 
devolution and harmonisation of administrative sources, big data and open data. He went on to 
say that harmonisation supports the GSS and was a ‘no brainer’.  Pete offered to draw up a 
high level statement summarising John’s quote for John to agree. This would then be used to 
promote compliance of harmonisation.  
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ACTION 1 – Pete to produce a high level statement summarising John Pullinger’s comments on 
harmonisation 
 
3.4 Currently the NSHG and the NSG SG report separately to the GSS SPSC. It was agreed the 

NSH SG report to the GSS SPSC would include the NSHG report. A question was raised via 
correspondence regarding membership of Devolved Administrations within the NSH SG and it 
was noted if we work with the devolved administrations, it is one step towards UK harmonisation 
and therefore closer to European and international harmonisation. Jan offered to draft a letter on 
behalf of Jacqui to send to Sarah Martin (Scottish Government) to discuss membership for the 
Steering Group.  

 
ACTION 2 – Jan to draft a letter on behalf of Jacqui to request Scottish Government membership on 
NSH SG 
 
4.0 Harmonisation query analysis and forward looking communication plan – Becki Aquilina 
 
4.1 At the 17th September NSH SG meeting it was agreed to provide a paper combining the 

harmonisation issues received by both the UK Data Service and queries raised via the 
harmonisation in-box (ONS). Alongside these, questions raised via the harmonisation 
roadshows have also been included. The paper forms the basis for discussion to guide the 
communication plan. Members were informed the harmonisation team is working on a 
Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) document which once complete will be added to the NS 
harmonisation web pages. It was suggested the harmonisation team checks responses to the 
queries raised about the Variable and Question Bank (VQB) with the VQB team (UK Data 
Service) before the FAQ document is published. 

 
ACTION 3 – Harmonisation team to check VQB responses to FAQs document with VQB team (UK 
Data Service) 
 
4.2 It was noted most queries raised were social related questions however some business and 

administrative question were raised via the roadshows because administrative and business 
harmonisation were highlighted as forward looking work. The lack of administrative and 
business questions could be seen as a lack of communication in these areas to date. 

 
4.3 Emma Bowditch (UK Statistics Authority) has been seconded to the RSS and is organising an 

event for StatsUserNet group to gain user input and show the benefits of harmonisation. This 
event may flag up further harmonisation issues which may direct the way in which we should be 
communicating with users. It was also noted that we don’t always know who the users are and 
this event may identify who we should be communicating with. The harmonisation team will 
contact Emma to help plan the event. 

 
ACTION 4 – Harmonisation team to contact Emma Bowditch with regards to ascertaining the state of 
play for the StatsUserNet group event and offer assistance. 
 
4.4 It was suggested that the queries raised could be broken down by government department to 

view any potential communication gaps. It was also suggested that use of social media sites 
such as Twitter, Facebook, blogging and newsletters would further enhance the visibility of 
harmonisation work and may reach a wider spectrum of users. An iPad would be required due 
to access issues across the secure network. It was suggested a gap analysis is conducted 
looking at what communication is currently being conducted against the breakdown of queries 
raised by government departments and targeting the gaps. Jacqui offered to provide a blog on 
the work of the NSH SG for the GSS net. 
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ACTION 5 – Becki to speak to in office iPad users to view procurement business case 
ACTION 6 – Becki to break down the queries raised by government department to view potential gaps 
ACTION 7 – Becki to map current communication against gaps 
ACTION 8 - Jacqui to provide a blog on the work of the NSH SG for the GSS net 
 
4.5 A Northern GSS Conference is being held on 27th November in York and although the agenda is 

thought to be finalised, it was suggested the harmonisation team contact the organisers 
regarding the possibility of promoting harmonisation via a stand at the conference. There is also 
an upcoming Annual Business Statistics User Conference (22nd October 2014) but members felt 
it may be too early for the harmonisation team to request a stand due to the infancy in 
harmonisation of business standards and not the right audience at this point in time. Two 
members from the Classifications and Harmonisation Unit (CHU) are attending the event. 

  
ACTION 9 – Harmonisation team to contact organisers to arrange a harmonisation stand at the 
Northern GSS conference in York. 
 
  
5.0 How do we kick start business harmonisation? – Palvi Shah (oral update) 
 
5.1 Palvi gave an oral update of where we are now with business harmonisation and mentioned that 

two workshops have now been conducted (two years ago and this time last year). Participants 
were interested and enthused but no-one has driven the work forward. More recently the 
harmonisation team has been liaising with various business data colleagues within ONS; 
Framework Regulation for Integrating Business Statistics (FRIBS) Electronic Data Collection 
(EDC); Business Survey Change Portfolio Board (BSCPB) and business data experts over the 
past year and all agree harmonising business questions is a good idea. At the September 
NSHG, members agreed the formation of a Business harmonisation sub group, chaired by 
business experts, facilitated by the harmonisation team. The membership options of the sub 
groups were a) ONS or b) GSS wide or c) wider than the GSS e.g.  include Bank of England 
(BoE). In terms of progressing business harmonisation, some ideas are to have a range of 
topics with topic leads much like what is in place for social harmonisation. Another idea was to 
focus on one or two areas to achieve quick wins and/or tag onto ongoing business initiatives 
and projects. It was also suggested that we run these as a formal project with costs, benefits 
and dependencies. A further suggestion is another workshop to kick-start the sub group(s). 
Palvi asked the NSH SG for guidance on; 

   a). ideas on the membership of the Business standards sub group(s) and 
   b). how can the work on business harmonisation be progressed forward? 
  
5.2 The ONS Administrative Data Division (ADD) was suggested as a good start to be involved in 

the planned workshop (Jon Darke, Daniel Ayoubkhani and Daniel Lewis), and possibly running 
the workshop. It was noted that we need to look at where the problems are on business 
harmonisation and what we are trying to resolve. Most business data is produced by ONS, and 
BIS are more users of the data. There are many ongoing initiatives, such as a recent 
collaboration between Companies House, Insolvency Service, BIS and ONS (Liam Murray and 
Andrew Allen) which could be tagged onto. The IDBR would be an obvious place to start.  

 
5.3 Other government departments that collect or use business statistics should be made aware of 

the initiative to begin looking at business data harmonisation and business topic groups. 
Siobhan offered to highlight the topic groups as part of her introduction at the Annual Business 
Statistics User Conference (22nd October 2014) to inform delegates of what is going on across 
the GSS and if they are interested, who to contact. HoPs could also be used as a route to 
communicate and raise awareness of the business topic groups/workshop. 
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ACTION 10 – Siobhan to highlight the topic groups as part of her introduction at the Annual Business 
Statistics User Conference (22nd October 2014) to inform delegates of what is going on across the GSS 
and if they are interested, who to contact. 
 
5.4 It was noted that work is ongoing to redevelop all the financial surveys within ONS and this 

impacts Treasury, BIS and BoE.  It would be a good opportunity for harmonisation to get 
involved and influence the harmonisation aspect to harmonise with the BoE surveys. Alongside 
this it would also raise the profile of harmonisation. Work has now completed on harmonising all 
the capital expenditure question development across three different surveys. This could be used 
as an example and generate further interest. Jacqui offered to provide a summary of the work 
on developing harmonised questions on the Capital Expenditure Survey. Other initiatives that 
could be piggy backed are FRIBS, EDC, any policy initiative in other departments involving 
business statistics, ESA10 etc. The EDC are under tight timescales to roll out but once rolled 
out it is thought surveys will be looked at retrospectively and harmonisation will become more 
pertinent. A way in, may be via Data Collection Methodology (DCM) e.g. via Silvia Manclossi 
who works on the business side of DCM. There are some variables on social surveys (e.g. 
Labour Force Survey) that might cross over to business harmonisation.  BIS is also intending to 
look at harmonising the data that all programs collect on businesses. It was noted the Business 
Statistics User Guide has been published (Louisa Nolan) and is a useful source of information. 

 
ACTION 11 – Jacqui to provide a summary of the work on developing harmonised questions on the 
Capital Expenditure Survey. 
 
5.5 We need to be outward looking across the GSS and not just focussing on ONS, in line with John 

Pullinger’s thinking. It was suggested that a good starting point for business harmonisation 
would be to begin collating all the initiatives that are ongoing across the GSS, look at what they 
are trying to achieve and examine the crossovers (if any). This could be used for the planned 
business workshop. Jan Jones (ONS) has produced a strategy and roadmap which may help. 
We also need to remember to consider users of business statistics as well as producers. 

 
ACTION 12 – Palvi to collate ongoing business initiatives across the GSS and examine the crossovers. 
 
 
6.0 Summary of NSHG and NSHG workshop – Jan Thomas 
 
6.1 Both the NSHG and the NSHG workshop were very well attended and as a result an action plan 

has been drawn up and assigned to individuals to progress. 
 
7.0 AOB, Items for next meeting and next meeting dates 
 
7.1 The next meeting audio meeting will be held in three months time and following that a face to 

face meeting in the spring.  
 
ACTION 13 – Secretariat to set up the next meeting. 
 
 
Becki Aquilina 
ONS Harmonisation Team 
October 2014 
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ACTIONS FROM NSH SG MEETING – 17 October 2014 

 
Action 

No 
 

Para 
 

Action 
 

Responsible 
 

Status 
1 3.3 Pete to produce a high level statement summarising John 

Pullinger’s comments on harmonisation 
Pete Brodie  

2 3.4 Jan to draft a letter on behalf of Jacqui to request Scottish 
Government membership on NSH SG 

Jan Thomas  

3 4.1 Harmonisation team to check VQB responses to FAQs 
document with VQB team (UK Data Service) 

Harmonisation 
team 

 

4 4.3 Harmonisation team to contact Emma with regards to 
ascertaining the state of play for the StatsUserNet group event 
and offer assistance 

Harmonisation 
team 

 

5 4.4 Becki to speak to in office iPad users to view procurement 
business case 

Becki Aquilina  

6 4.4 Becki to breakdown the queries raised by government 
department to view potential gaps 

Becki Aquilina  

7 4.4 Becki to map current communication against gaps Becki Aquilina  
8 4.4 Jacqui to provide a blog on the work of the NSH SG for the 

GSS net 
Jacqui Jones  

9 4.5 Harmonisation team to contact organisers to arrange a 
harmonisation stand at the Northern GSS conference 

Harmonisation 
team 

Complete 

10 5.3 Siobhan to highlight the topic groups as part of her introduction 
at the Annual Business Statistics User Conference (22nd 
October 2014) to inform delegates of what is going on across 
the GSS and if they are interested, who to contact. 
 

Siobhan Carey  

11 5.4 Jacqui to provide a summary of the work on developing 
harmonised questions on the Capital Expenditure Survey 

Jacqui Jones  

12 5.5 Palvi to collate ongoing business initiatives across the GSS 
and examine the crossovers 

Palvi Shah  

13 7.1 Secretariat to set up the next meeting Becki Aquilina  

 
  
 


