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“Strengthening User Engagement”

The Demographics User Group’s views
Introduction
The Demographics User Group (DUG)
 represents the views of major commercial companies – Barclays, Boots, Co-operative Group, E.ON, John Lewis, Marks & Spencer, Orange, Nationwide, Sainsbury’s, Tesco, The Children’s Mutual, and Whitbread – which make extensive use of statistics and related geographical and other information published by government. DUG is an active member of the Statistics User Forum (SUF). DUG welcomes this interim report as a step in the right direction, but believes that much more radical change is required if the Government Statistical Service (GSS) is to respond effectively to its customers’ needs for “statistics for the public good”. This note outlines:
· Observations on UKSA’s Interim Report
· Users’ priorities, and the slow pace of progress
· Commentary

· Proposals to make the GSS more responsive to users’ needs

1. Observations on UKSA’s Interim Report

The Summary and Conclusions touch on many of the important issues:

· There is already quite a lot of user engagement. This is inevitably usually with the most specialist users, some of whom represent much larger networks of mainstream analysts and occasional users.
· There is also scope for more direct communication with larger numbers of occasional users – and potential users – by web-based approaches. This is likely to further illustrate the need for simple accessible subsets of existing complex datasets.

· The importance of regular dialogue, as well as formal consultations.

· The paucity of case studies which demonstrate the value of statistics – this is of crucial importance in the current political environment.
· The importance of understanding customers’ needs, and responding to them.
· The consequent need to shift some resources from statistical production to marketing (identifying needs and meeting them) within the various parts of the GSS.
· Turning to public confidence and trustworthiness, this is not seen as an important issue by DUG members in their own daily use of GSS statistics: they believe that government statisticians put much emphasis on statistical quality, sometimes at the expense of giving thought to providing easily-used datasets – the Expenditure & Food survey being a good example – and that good metadata enables users to appreciate the strengths and weaknesses of particular statistics.

The Interim Recommendations: DUG supports all 16 recommendations, but believes that, as well as producers getting a better understanding of users’ needs, this needs to be actively translated into action by GSS management (see below).
2. Users’ views of priorities, and the slow pace of progress
DUG has strongly supported SUF’s 5 priorities, whose origin lies in work by the Statistics Commission. We would summarise progress made in the 7 years since 2003 as:

Access. The introduction of free Click/Use licensing for 2001 Census statistics, boundaries and directories was of immense benefit to users. Since then, the development of the internet, and the availability of Google have been of great benefit to both GSS data suppliers and users. However, the ONS website has been in need of improvement for many years (although this is apparently due soon). More importantly, there has generally been little progress in packaging existing datasets into simple accessible subsets to appeal to a wider market: we have, for example, pressed the case for this for the Expenditure and Food Survey for 10 years, with little effect.
Geographic coding. Neighbourhood Statistics has been a great leap forward in providing small area statistics derived from administrative records, and the Indices of Multiple Deprivation have shown what can be done. However, it is both striking and very disappointing that hardly any official statistics have been published at Output Area level since the 2001 Census: Super Output Area (SOA) level is suboptimal, and of no use at all to some potential users.
There are undoubted benefits in having a definitive National Address Register (although it is surprising that these have not been formally quantified). The calls by the Chair of the UK Statistics Authority
 , and the Chair of the Public Administration Select Committee
 for a single definitive regularly updated national address register, are very welcome, but have yet to be implemented.
Income statistics. Whilst some government departments such as the DWP have been very active in aggregating postcoded records to produce statistics for small areas, we are not aware of any progress by HMRC towards producing such statistics on Income, which remain a very high priority for users across all sectors, particularly in the light of it not being asked in the Census. ONS’s modelled estimates are valuable for some users, but are not down to OA level.
Confidentiality/disclosure. The current Statistical Disclosure Control (SDC) policy considers only risk (of disclosure) and statistical utility (how much the data has been damaged), and gives no weight to the potential utility (value) of the statistics. Supplier organisations therefore play safe, releasing statistics for SOAs and larger areas, rather than providing statistics for the public good. The methods chosen for SDC for microdata have also created great difficulties for both users and potential users. However, the methods being developed to enable the publication of detailed statistics at OA level for the 2011 Census should present a golden opportunity to end this 10-year long blight, and respond to users’ needs. 
UK-wide data. Commercial users and also academics particularly seek UK-wide data. The Registrar Generals’ policy statement for the 2011 Census is very welcome, but in the meantime there is much to be done in producing UK-wide subsets of data where possible, or informative metadata summarising the differences between countries.
In addition, DUG adopted a further priority in 2003:
Extend Click Use licensing throughout government to encourage the free use of data which has been collected at public expense. The crucial geographical framework provided by the 2001 Census is now being supplemented by the Making Public Data Public (MPDP) initiative www.data.gov.uk. This is especially valuable in providing free map background, and a definitive postcode / grid reference file.
3. Commentary

In summary, since 2003 we have had:
· Real progress: 2001 Census and its geographical infrastructure; free access / licensing of GSS statistics generally; Neighbourhood Statistics; MPDP free access to valuable geographical information.
· Limited progress: definitive address register (being created for 2011, but not for wider use); income estimates.
· Little / no progress: packaging simple popular subsets of complex datasets; ONS website; statistics from administrative sources at OA level (& specifically, income statistics from HMRC records); SDC methods; UK-wide data.
It’s good to see the progress that has been made in some areas, but why have others moved so slowly, or not at all? Even this interim report on the vital topic of strengthening user engagement has taken 2 years since the inception of the UK Statistics Authority. Looking for possible explanations, we have:

· A lack of understanding of users’ needs? No: whilst there is a need for more & better user engagement, some of the major priorities for many users are well known – although they may be given little weight when determining priorities.
· The costs of users’ demands? Not generally: looking at the areas of little progress, only the redevelopment of the website would cost a significant sum. Much progress with the others could be made with marginal effort. Users’ demands for less onerous SDC would actually reduce costs of policing, and greatly increase the value of the statistics released.

· GSS & government priorities and culture? Yes: for a variety of reasons, the GSS can find it difficult to respond to external users’ needs. The Census (both 2001 and 2011) stands out as an exception: its size, and interest to so may user sectors are obvious factors; also, its fixed date imposes a timescale. The progress with Making Public Data Public is a second exception: here, prolonged user dissatisfaction with trading funds such as Ordnance Survey found a catalyst for change on the arrival of a personality, Sir Tim Berners Lee. Other areas, however, lack the imperative of a timescale, or a forceful political focus, and are liable to drift, unless they coincide with departments’ own priorities.

4. Proposals to make the GSS more responsive to users’ needs
Returning to the interim report, we applaud the final conclusion: “14. The collection and publication of official statistics has to be managed as a service, with all that that implies, and we think it should be managed more as other services are managed. The commercial world operates on the basis of identifying and meeting the needs of its customers; and businesses put considerable resource into ensuring that they know what their customers, and potential customers, think about the service they receive. The UK statistical service must do the same.”
The steps that need to be taken include:

A) More & better user engagement (aka market research / customer insight). As recommended in the interim report, there are many ways in which SUF can offer support to user groups, encouraging them to grow, and to extend their networks, providing better feedback to the GSS as a service provider. Growing the current SUF staffing into a small team to support this activity would pay huge dividends.

But this needs to go further:

B) A proactive role for the UKSA’s Monitoring function. User’s views need to be captured and formalised into documents that can be used to summarise and evaluate their cause. Neither individual groups nor SUF have the resources to swiftly write authoritative reports on topics such as “Adding Value by packaging statistics”; “HMRC files as a potential source of Income statistics”; “Priorities for improving UK-wide statistics”; “The Business Case for a National Address Register”; etc. The Monitoring function should emulate the former Statistics Commission in acting as a swift and independent lightening conductor for users’ concerns and priorities.
C) Cultural change: setting the tone that customer service is the top priority. Most users of statistics are very understanding of statisticians’ professional pride in doing the best possible technical job, avoiding errors, and warning of potential misuse of statistics. But this emphasis can be to the detriment of maximising their use by both existing and new users. The importance of top management setting a new tone – finally laying to rest risk aversion, which has been a top priority since 2003 – cannot be overstated. Such a change of tone could also be reinforced by UKSA / ONS appointing a Director of Customer Services, and having small teams dedicated to customer knowledge (user engagement), improving access, and UK-wide statistics. We believe that it would be helpful to draw on the experience of commercial companies: for example, O2, speaking at the 2009 DUG Conference, emphasised its “absolute focus on customers & customer experience”, with the rallying cry of “turning customers into fans”.
D) Rename the Government Statistical Service the National Statistical Service – to reinforce the need to serve all customers, not primarily those in central government.
Keith Dugmore, Director, Demographics User Group
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