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HMRC Trade Statistics unit 
(TSu) has published detailed 
trade in goods statistics and 
associated data products via 
the uktradeinfo statistical 
website since the year 2000. In 
its first decade the site 
developed from a paid-for 
service for a small number of 
niche users, to a free 
subscription site available to the 
general public, attracting 10 
million hits annually.  
 
 
In 2011 HMRC conducted a broad programme of user engagement, driven by 
the dual challenge of re-tendering the website contract and meeting 
increasing expectation arising from the Code of Practice for Official Statistics. 
The results inspired the development of a new site which was launched in 
March 2012.  
 
The new site has delivered a 20% contract cost reduction and improvements 
including: greater data availability, simplified data access, improved data 
visualisation (with time series, tabulation, charting and mapping within an 
interactive multi-dimensional data cube), and enhanced table storing and 
sharing capability for social media users.  
 
The site currently receives approximately 25,000 unique monthly visitors, and 
recent user evaluation rated visitor satisfaction at 96%. It won the Royal 
Statistical Society’s Excellence in Statistics Award 2013. 
 
 
Who are the trade data users and how does HMRC engage with them? 
 
UK trade in goods data is used by a wide variety of customers across the 
government, commercial, academic, financial, press and public sectors. The 
uktradeinfo website is the main platform for mass self-service.  
 
HMRC has developed a number of engagement channels according to the 
relevant customer and delivery segments. The engagement channels are 
summarised in the diagram below, an extract from ‘The User Story’. 

http://www.uktradeinfo.com/
http://www.rssenews.org.uk/2013/07/2013-rss-official-statistics-awards-winners-announced/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed:+rss-enews+(RSSeNews)
http://www.rssenews.org.uk/2013/07/2013-rss-official-statistics-awards-winners-announced/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed:+rss-enews+(RSSeNews)
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/NonEUOverseasTrade/AboutOverseastradeStatistics/User%20support/User_Story.pps


 
 
How did HMRC engage users to inspire website re-development? 
 
The engagement programme focussed on how users used the site, what they 
liked and disliked and what they wanted to see introduced. Non-website users 
were asked about their requirements to start using the site’s data products 
rather than alternatives.  
 
Engagement involved a variety of ‘push and pull’ techniques, ranging from 
targeted surveying, feedback and complaint harvesting and direct customer 
conversations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Targeted surveying 
 
 
Website survey 
 
The key aspect was an online survey hosted on uktradeinfo. News items were 
regularly published on the site for promotion purposes, and emails were sent 
periodically to site subscribers to encourage participation.  
 
Standard email signatures were developed and introduced across customer-
facing teams, to include a strap-line and web link promoting the survey.  
 
Direct customer conversations were supported by the emailing of links to the 
survey, and small promotional articles with survey links were provided for 
publication on stakeholder websites, or onward circulation across network 
communities. 
 
 
Website subscribers 
 
 
The website had a free subscription requirement to access detailed trade 
data. The email addresses provided us with a direct contact which we utilised 
for the promotion of the site survey. 
 
One of the issues that arose from the site review programme was that the free 
registration requirement was a barrier to easy and casual data access. 
Consequently the new site was developed without a subscription barrier to 
access detailed data, but with an optional registration function (with reduced 
data capture) to allow users to save self-constructed data tables on the site 
long-term. 
 
Site subscription continues to grow despite the non-mandatory requirement. 
 
 
Email Alert Service 
 
The site operates an email Alert Service enabling subscribers to chose from 
over 35 categories of trade and statistics related news and information, from a 
number of government sources. The email Alert takes the form of a short 
summary email bulletin and a link to further details on the appropriate 
website.  
 
A group of Alert categories 
represent HMRC’s trade in 
goods data, the uktradeinfo 
site and surveys. These were 
utilised to promote the site 
survey and to push interested 
parties to provide feedback. 



Annual outputs review  
 
HMRC surveys recipients of non-web data products on an annual basis. This 
normally takes the form of a short questionnaire regarding the specific 
product, usage and customer satisfaction.  From this we can test the 
continued need for the product and identify potential improvements and 
efficiencies. 
 
Questions were added to the annual questionnaire to gauge why customers 
were not using the website to obtain data products, and to ask what would 
need to change to enable them to do so. 
 
 
Intrastat Triennial Review 
 
Government guidance obliged HMRC to review the Intrastat survey (for 
collecting UK-EU trade in goods data) every 3 years. The 2009/2010 review 
included a postal survey of data providers and users, targeting Intrastat- 
registered businesses and known users of HMRC data. 
 
In preparation for the broader site survey, questions were incorporated into 
these questionnaires to gauge both data provider and user experiences of 
uktradeinfo, and to identify improvement priorities.  
 
 
Feedback and complaint harvesting 
 
HMRC operates a small 
Customer Services team to 
support users of UK trade data 
and the uktradeinfo website. In 
addition to promoting the site 
survey via email signatures 
(above) and scripted inclusion 
when addressing telephone 
enquiries, the team provided 
customer perspective from data 
requests, feedback and 
complaints. 
 
 
Feedback templates have been set up on uktradeinfo to allow site users to 
provide structured feedback on our data, (click the image above to view). 
Every web page also contains a link to a free-text feedback tool.  The main 
HMRC site also includes a feedback template for statistical data here: 
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/statistics/feedback.htm. 
 
 
 

http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/statistics/feedback.htm


In addition, HMRC actively promotes its complaints process as a way of 
identifying and resolving issues raised by customers: 
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/complaints-appeals/how-to-complain/make-
complaint.htm.  
 
Meetings with the Customer Services team allowed the customer view to feed 
into ongoing site review. Requests for ad hoc data products were also 
analysed to identify enhancements that could improve self-service delivery to 
customers and reduce the overhead of piecemeal production. Some changes 
were adopted very quickly via the web management staff and others fed the 
new site development. 
 
 
Direct customer conversations 
 
Client Managers 
 
Each key government user or stakeholder, and the representative body of 
high-volume commercial and academic users – the International Business 
Statistics User Group (IBSUG) – is allocated a named Client Manager from 
the TSu’s statistical staff. Each Client Manager is expected to maintain an 
ongoing dialogue with the user regarding data, delivery, development and 
user satisfaction. This is normally backed up with a Memorandum of 
Understanding detailing the mutual obligations, and Client Managers are 
expected to meet on at least an annual basis.  
 
Key users and stakeholders are occasionally brought together via specific 
issue Working Groups. 
  
HMRC TSu Client Managers share short electronic summaries of their 
engagement amongst a network of their peers on a monthly basis, and meet 
quarterly to share hot topics.  
 
HMRC used these established relationships to obtain views of the website, 
and improvement ideas to encourage users of non-web products to switch to 
it. Small promotional articles were provided to them with links to the web 
survey, for publication on their statistical sites or for onward circulation 
amongst their networks. 
 
 
User-led developments 
 
The described engagement programme identified some key recurring issues 
which we were able to address with the new site, namely requests for: 
 

 the presentation of UK trade with EU and Non-EU countries in the 
same interactive data table 

 data time series 

 improved download functions and supporting metadata 

 more historic data and less suppression 

http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/complaints-appeals/how-to-complain/make-complaint.htm
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/complaints-appeals/how-to-complain/make-complaint.htm


 increased data fields (adding port data has reduced ad hoc data 
requests) 

 the simultaneous release of aggregated summary data tables and 
commentary, with the detailed data in the interactive tables 

 improved data visualisation 

 improved online tools for data providers and users (guidance and 
classification) 

 improved contact details on each page 

 improved information about the data and its usage. 
 
 
These improvements were delivered with a 20% reduction in site contract 
costs and efficiencies in ad hoc data production and delivery. 
 
 
What next? 
 
Social media and communities 
 
Since re-launching uktradeinfo, HMRC has continued to engage pro-actively 
with the users of trade data. The cycle of site survey, outputs review, 
feedback and Client Management continues. In addition, we are looking at 
ways to utilise social media tools. To date, this has involved facilitating the 
sharing of built trade tables by providing paste-able URLs and Facebook and 
Twitter hot links, and involvement as members and posters to StatsUserNet – 
the Royal Statistical Society’s community forum: 
http://www.statsusernet.org.uk/Home/.  
 
 
StatsUserNet currently has over 
20 communities, including 
‘Business and Trade Statistics’ 
and ‘Consultations’. We have 
used them to promote formal 
consultations and as an informal 
sounding board. The 
International Business Statistics 
User Group (IBSUG) has 
encouraged its members to sign-
up for virtual engagement within 
a broader online user community. 
 
We have aspirations to utilise this and other social media to build the trade 
data user community. This would allow our staff to engage on a one-to-many 
basis, rather than the traditional one-to-one support we currently provide to 
enquiry customers via email and telephone. We envisage benefits in terms of 
wider dissemination, data re-use and more efficient use of Departmental 
resource. 
 
 

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


Open data 
 
We continue to look for opportunities to improve our data offering to the user 
community. We recently launched new open format downloadable versions of 
the complete monthly trade dataset, for high-volume users of our data. 
Utilising site metrics and Customer Services feedback, we recognised that 
some site users were trying unsuccessfully (due to size) to export complete 
months/years datasets from our interactive tables. Additionally, we aspired to 
move more legacy non-web users to a web-based data solution. The result is 
a 7 year dataset of downloadable data files for use with analytical software, 
available via uktradeinfo at: 
https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/Pages/DataDownloads.aspx. 
 
This is being publicised to a wider audience under the Cabinet Office Open 
Data initiative at: 
http://www.data.gov.uk/dataset/monthly-overseas-trade-statistics-datasets-
and-importers-details. 
 
 
 
Further information 
 
For further information contact Richard Batterham at HMRC Trade Statistics 
richard.batterham@hmrc.gsi.gov.uk  

https://www.uktradeinfo.com/Statistics/Pages/DataDownloads.aspx
http://www.data.gov.uk/dataset/monthly-overseas-trade-statistics-datasets-and-importers-details
http://www.data.gov.uk/dataset/monthly-overseas-trade-statistics-datasets-and-importers-details
mailto:richard.batterham@hmrc.gsi.gov.uk

