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

4th March 2015, 14:00 to 16:00 hrs 
     
Attendees:    
    
Jacqui Jones (Chair) ONS   
Emma Wright ONS   
Hersh Mann  UK Data Service   
Jan Thomas ONS   
Kate Bedford HSCIC   
Palvi Shah ONS   
Pete Brodie ONS   
Siobhan Carey 
Steve Ellerd-Elliott 

BIS 
MoJ 

  

Becki Aquilina (Secretariat) ONS   
    
 
1.0 Welcome and Introduction 
 
1.1 Jacqui welcomed members to the meeting. 
 
2.0 Review minutes and actions from 5th audio meeting (22nd January 2015) – Jan Thomas 
  
2.1 The previous meeting minutes were agreed. Some actions were complete but others are 

ongoing (due to short time between meetings). Regarding action 5 (Harmonisation team to 
contact LARIA to organise targeted harmonisation presentations), the harmonisation team 
contacted LARIA about having a harmonisation stand at the next conference; however the cost 
was £800 and this could not be justified. Instead the harmonisation team have sent ahead some 
information flyers which will be added to the packs for attendees. With regards to action 6 
(Harmonisation team to contact the organisers of upcoming GSS Conferences to influence the 
theme), the harmonisation team have received agreement to have harmonisation and 
comparability as a theme for the GSS Conference in the autumn (date to be confirmed) and also 
the GSS Methodology Symposium on 1st July. The idea is not for ONS to present at these 
conferences but to ask for volunteers across the GSS as this would help towards making 
harmonisation part of the GSS voice. Six presentations are required to cover the GSS 
Conference (more general presentations) and the GSS Methodology Symposium (more 
statistical based presentations). After discussion, the following suggestions arose; 

- Roger Halliday to present on the work around how best to maintain comparability, 
coherence and quality between statistics published by the four nations prior to the 
referendum. This would be seen as a good scene setter and includes a devolution 
aspect  

- Natcen have produced a public confidence in official statistics paper which was 
commissioned by the UK Statistics Authority. The survey was developed through 
harmonisation of existing national surveys on public trust in statistics including the 
questionnaire previously used in the UK (http://www.natcen.ac.uk/media/833802/public-
confidence-in-official-statistics_-final.pdf) 
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- Capital expenditure has recently been harmonised and would be a good example to 
present 

 
2.2 Palvi presented to the GSS Quality Champions group in January with a view to merging the role 

of the Quality Champion with Harmonisation. Although the group were in agreement of the link 
between harmonisation and quality, it was felt this was too burdensome to add in this additional 
role and resources were already stretched with quality work. However, in accordance with the 
NSHG Terms of Reference (ToR), all NSHG members are expected to promote the work of 
harmonisation and are effectively Harmonisation Champions for their respective government 
departments. The plan is now to write to NSHG members and remind them of their role and to 
ask them to connect to their Quality Champions, who may indeed be the same person. Palvi has 
been invited to the Quality Champion Closed GSS group and will ask if there is a 
Communication Plan for the group. This would be an ideal opportunity to coordinate a joint 
Communication Plan. 

 
 ACTION 1 – Palvi to ask if there is a Communication Plan for the GSS Quality Group and investigate 
coordinating a joint plan. 
 
2.3 The group felt it would be helpful if there was a central integrated GSS Communication Plan. 
 
ACTION 2 – Harmonisation team to ask John Pullinger’s office or the Good Practice Team (GPT), if 
there is a GSS Communication Plan or plans to produce one. 
 
3.0  Feedback from meeting with UK Statistics Authority (26th January) – Emma Wright 
 
3.1 Palvi attended a UK Statistics Authority Monitoring and Assessment Team learning day on 26th 

January, to discuss harmonised principles and geographies  As part of the monitoring and 
assessment process, a suggestion was made for the inclusion of additional wording within the 
Written Evidence For Assessments (WEFA), along the lines of ‘are you aligned with harmonised 
principles/ONS geography policy’ and provide a link. Each output is required to complete the 
WEFA ahead of the assessment. Harmonisation has been one of the discussion points during 
the recent Peer Review in European Statistical Systems. Further discussions will take place with 
the Monitoring and Assessment team. Jacqui suggested alongside this, a monitoring review 
could be prepared on harmonisation by the Statistics Authority. This will need to be discussed 
with Tricia Dodd beforehand. 
 

ACTION 3 – Emma to discuss with Tricia Dodd before writing to the UK Statistics Authority regarding a 
potential monitoring review. 

 
3.2 The group suggested that when the Peer Review report is finalised, the steering group will look 

for opportunities to raise the profile of harmonisation as work is taken forward to meet 
recommendations.   

 
3.3 The Peer Review would be a good instance that John Pullinger could use to mention 

harmonisation in one of his regular blogs on the GSS Website (action 1. from the 22nd January 
steering group meeting). 

 
4.0 Business workshop (26th February) – Palvi Shah 
 
4.1 Palvi gave an overview of the Business Harmonisation Workshop held on the 26th February. The 

workshop was run jointly by the Data Collection Methodology (DCM) branch of ONS and the 
Harmonisation team. There is a lot of synergy between DCM and harmonisation mainly bought 
on by the need for DCM to harmonise business survey questions in preparation for online use. 
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The workshop was a half day event and was attended by 25 people representing the business 
statistics areas and ‘change programmes’ within ONS. Colleagues from the ONS Admin Data 
Division (ADD), the Virtual Microdata Laboratory (VML) and the Enterprise Architecture project 
also attended.  

 
4.2 The first part of the workshop was around setting the scene for the proposed harmonisation of 

business statistics. For the second part, the workshop was divided into four syndicates, tasked 
with discussing the following questions: 

  1) What do you think about the proposal to harmonise business statistics? 
  2) What do you see as the priority areas? 
  3) What do you see as opportunities, threats, enablers and blockers? 
  4) What is the best way of taking this forward? 
 
4.3 Each group then presented their findings to the rest of the workshop. In summary, it was 

thought that the workshop went well, with encouragement and support for the proposal for 
business statistics harmonisation. A full report on the workshop will follow in due course but 
some of the points worth a mention to this group are: 

1) In terms of concerns, these centred around the impact on time series and 
resources.  

2) Increased synergies across areas need to be identified 
3) ‘Quick wins’ and enablers such as current ‘change programmes’ like Electronic 

Data Collection (EDC) should be used to help sell the idea to other areas. 
4) Making the sure the ‘middle ground’ between social statistics and business 

statistics is not forgotten (for example part time and employment). 
5) Users can have conflicting requirements. 
6)  Use of the various question libraries being developed or used within ONS by the 

various projects should these be integrated. 
7) Empowering people to think about harmonisation within their day to day roles, 

imbedding harmonisation into ‘business as usual’ activity. 
8) Ideas on how to take harmonisation forward in terms of process and governance 

and if this could be achieved by a working group similar to the NSHG. 
 
4.4 The next steps will be to circulate the completed workshop report to the attendees and the 

NSHG. A joint paper, taking forward some of the workshop actions and concrete proposals will 
be produced and presented to various boards including the Business Survey Change Portfolio 
Board (BSCPB) on the 18th March in attempt to gain their buy-in. The workshop was ONS 
focussed as a starting point was needed to develop the work. Future discussions will be centred 
on how this is taken forward across the GSS.  

 
4.5 Emma attempted to have the Business Harmonisation Workshop mentioned at the weekly ONS 

directors catch-up meeting and will try again next week. It was recommended that some work is 
prepared on recognising key people in business areas and EDC where surveys are going to 
change (for example Purchases Inquiry). A new Chief Digital Officer (CDO) has now been 
appointed in ONS and this may be an enabler to allow digitalisation across the GSS. The CDO 
is visiting ONS next week and there may be some scope to raise awareness of harmonisation 
issues. 

 
ACTION 4 – Emma to mention the Business Harmonisation Workshop at the next ONS Directors catch-
up meeting 
ACTION 5 – Emma to raise awareness of harmonisation issues during the CDO’s visit to ONS.  
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5.0 NSH SG Communication Plan – Becki Aquilina 
 
5.1 Becki gave an overview of the Communication Plan which is intended to be a living document. 

The plan is split into five main areas; 
o Situation Analysis 
o The objectives of carrying out communication activities in 2015/16 

1. Make harmonisation part of the GSS voice 
2. Increase contact to and from users 

o Opportunities and challenges 
o Key messages  
o Approach  

The plan then shows a detailed list of tactics, split into the four quarters of the year and has 
assigned some responsibility to most of the tactics and there are others, specifically for the 
steering group members that need volunteers (these are for high level groups and committees 
such as HoPs/GSS SPSC meetings and conferences). 
 

5.2 The group suggested the following additions to the opportunities and challenges section: 
- to the harmonisation is an enabler bullet, add outputs will increase user satisfaction and our 

products/outputs will also be more user focussed 
- under facts likely to produce resistance; a new bullet on the perception that people think 

there is a lot to do which requires a lot of effort and not considering the gain 
 

5.3 The group suggested the following additions to the section on key messages; 
- add a bullet to say harmonisation is recommended within the Statistics and Registration 

Service Act, the Code of Practice for Official Statistics and the National Statistician’s 
Guidance 

- replace references to ‘surveys’ and replace with ‘data’, this would include administrative 
sources  

- add to the bullet on cross survey analysis with integration and include integration with 
administrative data 

- add a new bullet on reduced respondent and user burden  
- add a bullet on UK comparison 
  

5.4 It was noted the next HoPs meeting may be cancelled and therefore, targeting a paper for this 
group should be moved to Q2 (29th June). It would be good to tie in the response(s) to the 
European Peer Review (which will be complete by late April/May) because there will be actions 
for HoPs. It was proposed that John Pullinger is asked to introduce the paper and summarise at 
the end. Siobhan sits on the HoPs Steering Group which sets the agenda for the HoPs meeting 
(secretariat is Rob Bumpstead). Either, Pete, Jacqui or Kate will present to HoPs dependant on 
availability. 

 
ACTION 6 – Harmonisation team to arrange to have a harmonisation agenda item added to the 29th 
June HoPs meeting 

 
5.5 It was noted Peter Fullerton is working with Helen Patterson on inputs for the spending review 

(SP15). Paul Layland is on the Cost Efficiency Theme Group. The benefits of harmonisation 
could be raised as cost efficiency via the theme group. This was an action from the January 
steering group meeting and will be actioned by the harmonisation team. 

 
5.6 Quarter 2 (Q2) of the Communication Plan identifies targeting presentations to senior GSS 

managers’ meetings (within departments) to gain top down support by influencing the HoP 
within departments. Another way suggested was to try and influence the policy profession; there 
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is some work developing a statistical module or delivery tool for policy across government. This 
would be a good way to influence harmonisation. It was also suggested having a catalyst of 
change and influencing harmonisation at the beginning of the change is beneficial; there is a 
need to find out from departments if there are similar change programmes going on that could 
be influenced. It was suggested that HoPs are asked if there are known upcoming changes that 
could be used to take forward harmonisation. 

 
ACTION 7 – Emma to find out who is developing the GSS statistical tool 
ACTION 8 – Steering group members to find out what change programmes are planned and think 
about how they may be influenced at an early stage and if they could be used as examples for 
harmonisation presentations at upcoming conferences. 
 
5.7 The Chief Technology Officers across government and the new role to be advertised for the 

Chief Data Officer (Cabinet Office) are centred on setting standards and this would be a 
powerful way to influence harmonisation. 

 
ACTION 9 – Steering group members need to liaise with the Chief Technology Officers and the Chief 
Data Officer once appointed to raise the harmonisation agenda. 
 
5.8 At a recent HoPs meeting the Monitoring and Assessment Exposure Draft (Quality and Audit 

Arrangements for Administrative Data) was discussed and they were looking for administrative 
data case studies.  The Ministry of Justice (MoJ) have applied to the Quality Improvement Fund 
(QIF) to develop new administrative sources. This could be used as a case study. Alongside this, 
it was pointed out there is a coding data standard used within MoJ and may be used in other 
departments as well. This will be discussed at a meeting within MoJ with the digital team on 5th 
March and Steve offered to forward the paper on data standards. 

 
ACTION 10 – Steve to circulate the paper on data standards to steering group members. 
 
5.9 ‘Significance’ is an official magazine and website of both the Royal Statistical Society (RSS) and 

the American Statistical Association (ASA). This could also be used to promote harmonisation. 
Becki will add this to the Communication Plan. It was noted that most of the tactics on the 
Communication Plan are GSS focussed and there needs to be more engagement with users, 
although the Harmonisation team work closely with Emma Emery and the RSS user group. 

 
ACTION 11 – Becki to add the official magazine ‘Significance’ to the Communication Plan.  
ACTION 12 – Becki to add more tactics on liaising with users to the Communication Plan. 
 
5.10 The Communication Plan will be revised as per suggestions from the steering group meeting 

and re-circulated. As it is a living document, the Communication Plan will be on the agenda for 
each future steering group meeting. 

 
ACTION 13 – Becki to update the Communication Plan and re-circulate to steering group members for 
approval. 
 
6.0 The role of the Steering Group going forward – Jacqui Jones 
 
6.1 Steering group members were asked if there was anything else they could be doing to fulfil their 

role as set out in the NSH SG Strategy paper. It was felt that the Strategy and the 
Communication Plan helps drive the work forward with key aims and dates. The role feels more 
solid in that members have a part in delivering the objectives by giving advice and using 
contacts to influence harmonisation. Members felt the process of going through the 
communication opportunities was extremely useful. 
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6.2 Jacqui stated that steering group members are in effect Harmonisation Champions and are 

there to help. The Harmonisation team have identified the NSHG have representatives within a 
lot of government departments but they vary in terms of their level of engagement. Palvi has 
produced a document showing the main government departments where there are NSHG 
representatives (who are effectively Harmonisation Champions) and also where there are 
Quality Champions; there are some gaps and overlaps which Palvi will investigate further. As 
we move into more harmonisation of business and administrative data the NSHG will need 
representatives from HMRC and business areas. 

 
ACTION 14 - Palvi to investigate the gaps and overlaps of Quality and Harmonisation Champions  
  
7.0 Variable and Question Bank (VQB) demo – Hersh Mann 
 
7.1 Hersh presented a live demo of the Variable and Question Bank (VQB) and explained that all 

the material in the VQB is loaded into Nesstar initially. Once data are in Nesstar they may be 
pulled out for the VQB. The VQB is not a comprehensive list of all surveys that are held in the 
UK Data Service catalogue but includes all major and widely used surveys. The UK Data 
Service is a distributed services; there are those that work at the UK Data Archive at the 
University of Essex but there are also colleagues at the Universities of Manchester, Leeds, 
Southampton and UCL in Edinburgh all dealing with different aspects of the service 
(concentrating more on census data). The 2001 and 2011 Census questions are to be added 
imminently. There will be one and half million variables on the VQB (quite soon). It is free to use 
and no registration is required to access the VQB. 

 
7.2 The Annual Business Survey (ABS) has recently been added to the VQB and took quite some 

time to be added because the ABS is very large and because the ABS is made up of PDFs and 
these had to be manually added. With the introduction of Electronic Data Collection (EDC) 
within ONS, it is thought surveys may be added more easily in the future. The Capital 
Expenditure Survey could be added to the VQB and would be a good example of where and 
how a business survey has been harmonised. It would be ideal if all surveys were added, 
however there are resource issues in doing this. 

 
ACTION 15 – Harmonisation team to liaise with EDC and Hersh regarding the feasibility of adding 
electronic survey data to the VQB. 
 
7.3 A question was asked if the VQB was replicated into the VML, which it is not. Hersh offered to 

speak to the VML team about this. The Department for Business, Innovation and Skill (BIS) are 
hosting a hack day on the VML because users have problems using it. It was felt the VQB could 
solve some of the problems but it needs to be integrated to the VML. 

 
ACTION 16 – Hersh to speak to the VML team regarding integrating with the VQB  
 
7.4 It would be useful if the VQB held a list of what administrative data are available, this would be a 

very powerful tool as admin data could be linked to similar variables.  BIS are planning to do 
something on administrative data holdings as part of migration to a new platform and will be 
developing software similar to Nesstar. This is to help do the documentation and to hold the 
metadata in a better way to get sensible descriptions of what the variable is that can be 
accessed by users. Where resources allow the VQB team try to respond to people’s demands 
and requests to add data to the VQB. There are ADRN links to the University of Essex and 
there may be a way of adding administrative data to the VQB through these (resources 
permitting). This could be discussed further as an agenda item at the next NSH SG meeting 
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with a view of presenting the VQB to HoPs in the future, which would include a plan of what 
data (administrative/business) could be added. 

 
ACTION 17 – Secretariat to add ‘how we can use the VQB further’ to the agenda for the next steering 
group meeting. 
 
8.0 AOB, Items for next meeting and next meeting dates 
 
8.1 The next milestone for the steering group is how to use the peer review to promote 

harmonisation. The group agreed to move to six monthly meetings but to hold a one off meeting 
to discuss the responses to the Peer Review and to discuss how it can be used as a 
springboard. Alongside this, the group need to review the baseline of who we are currently 
liaising with and where the gaps are. This would help populate Q3 and Q4 of the 
Communication Plan. Emma will inform Becki when the responses to the Peer Review are 
finalised and Becki to set up a face to face steering group meeting. 

 
ACTION 18 – Emma to inform Becki when the responses to the Peer Review are finalised and Becki to 
set up an adhoc steering group meeting. 
 
8.2 The next meeting will be held on 10th September 2015 in Drummond Gate and will be a face to 

face meeting (2 hour meeting) between 10:30 – 12:30. Topics for the next meeting will include; 
- An update on the Communication Plan 
- How we can use the VQB further – is it a central repository for everything 

(business and administrative sources)?  
 
ACTION 19 – Secretariat to set up the next meeting and send invites. 
 
 
Becki Aquilina 
ONS Harmonisation Team 
March 2015 
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ACTIONS FROM NSH SG MEETING – 4th Mach 2015 

 
Action 

No 
 

Para 
 

Action 
 

Responsible 
 

Status 
1 2.2 Palvi to ask if there is a Communication Plan for the GSS Quality 

Group and investigate coordinating a joint plan. 
Palvi Shah  

2 2.3 Harmonisation team to ask John Pullinger’s office or the Good 
Practice Team (GPT), if there is a GSS Communication Plan or plans 
to produce one. 

Harmonisation 
team 

 

3 3.1 Emma to discuss with Tricia Dodd before writing to the UK Statistics 
Authority regarding a potential monitoring review. 

Emma Wright  

4 4.5 Emma to mention the Business Harmonisation Workshop at the next 
ONS Directors catch-up meeting. 

Emma Wright  

5 4.5 Emma to raise awareness of harmonisation issues during the CDO’s 
visit to ONS. 

Emma Wright  

6 5.4 Harmonisation team to arrange to have a harmonisation 
agenda item added to the 29th June HoPs meeting 
 

Harmonisation 
team 

 

7 5.6 Emma to find out who is developing the GSS statistical tool. Emma Wright  
8 5.6 Steering group members to find out what change programmes are 

planned and think about how they may be influenced at an early 
stage and if they could be used as an example for a harmonisation 
presentation for upcoming conferences. 

Steering group 
members 

 

9 5.7 Steering group members need to liaise with the Chief Technology 
Officers and the Chief Data Officer once appointed to raise the 
harmonisation agenda. 

Steering group 
members 

 

10 5.8 Steve to circulate the paper on data standards to steering group 
members. 

Steve Ellerd-Elliot  

11 5.9 Becki to add the official magazine ‘Significance’ to the 
Communication Plan.  

Becki Aquilina Complete 

12 5.9 Becki to add more tactics on liaising with users to the Communication 
Plan. 

Becki Aquilina Complete 

13 5.10 Becki to update the Communication Plan and re-circulate to steering 
group members for approval. 

Becki Aquilina Complete 

14 6.2 Palvi to investigate the gaps and overlaps of Quality and 
Harmonisation Champions 

Palvi Shah  

15 7.2 Harmonisation team to liaise with EDC and Hersh regarding the 
feasibility of adding electronic survey data to the VQB. 

Harmonisation 
team 

 

16 7.3 Hersh to speak to the VML team regarding integrating with the VQB Hersh Mann  
17 7.4 Secretariat to add ‘how we can use the VQB further’ to the agenda 

for the next steering group meeting. 
Becki Aquilina  

18 8.1 Emma to inform Becki when the responses to the Peer Review are 
finalised and Becki to set up an adhoc steering group meeting. 

Emma Wright and 
Becki Aquilina 

 

19 8.2 Secretariat to set up the next meeting and send invites. Becki Aquilina Complete 
 
 


