
SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT STATISTICIAN GROUP

Official Statistics Planning 2009

Guidance note 

1. This note provides out advice on statistics planning for 2009 for Scottish Government Directorates and Inspectorates.  (A version of this note will be added to the intranet.)
Key points
2. As in previous years I would recommend that statistics planning is dealt with as part of the normal business planning process.  
3. This note is concerned mainly with content and a bit about process.  Although it might imply a particular structure it is for directorates/divisions to decide how best to fit with the structure of business plans in your area.
4. There is however a requirement to produce a public document, which should be placed on your own web pages.  This can be a version of your business plan suitable for public use or an extract covering the statistics elements.
5. Given that scrutiny by the UK Statistics Authority will be much greater in future you should make sure that you take full and visible account of Official Statistics requirements (see 9 below).

6. I have suggested some key issues which I would ask you to cover (see 13 onwards)
7. I have also provided some guidance on the process you may wish to follow.  This is also only a recommendation, but bear in mind the minimum requirements in terms of Official Statistics. (see 27 on)
8. We are planning to pull out some key issues across SG, including GROS and ISD and a similar exercise may take place at UK level.  I would be grateful for some input from divisions on any issues they would like to see covered in this.
9. The OCS business plan will summarise corporate activity as well as OCS specific activity.
HOW TO MEET OFFICIAL STATISTICS REQUIREMENTS
10. You should ensure that your planning arrangements comply with the following elements of the Official Statistics Code and that you document how this is being done.  The easiest way to achieve this is to say something about them in the plan itself.
(a) Adopt systematic statistical planning requirements, including transparent priority setting, that reflect the obligation to serve the public good.
(b) Ensure that records are maintained showing the relationship between the statistical planning process, the work programme, the allocation of resources and the outcomes.
(c) Engage effectively with users.
11. In some cases the UK Statistics Authority will be assessing specific statistics you produce.  Their emerging assessment process
 suggests you will need the following:

(a) Information on whether, and how, planned developments have been influenced by users’ views on priorities.

(b) Copies of the current business plan, highlighting the budget, number of staff, and computing resources dedicated to producing each set of statistics.  (They recognise that business plans and associated documentation may not identify the resources available at such a fine level of detail but they are looking for the most appropriate information you have available, plus any supplementary commentary necessary so that we can understand the resources you have available.  Not all of this would need to be in a public document however.)

12. Failure to do so could have an effect on National Statistics designation and could be highlighted in the Authority’s assessment reports, which will be public documents.

13. A GSS task group is producing further guidance on the planning requirements of the Code.  This is not yet finalised – an update of this guidance note will be provided in due course.

Advice

Include a paragraph on your planning process on your statistics web pages including what will be published and when, and how stakeholders can influence what you do.

Open your plan with a section on what the priorities are and why (including why that serves the public good and meets user needs).  Say what other possibilities there were and why they are not priorities.

Include an annex on resources and how they are being directed towards priorities.
HOW TO MEET NEEDS AND MAKE THE PLANNING PROCESS WORTHWHILE
Meeting needs

14. Meeting user needs must be the main emphasis of the plan.  I would suggest the following

(a) Set out how your work is contributing to the National Performance Framework and Government Purpose.  Highlight work connected with Scotland Performs.

(b) Set out how planned developments will assist the development of Single Outcome Agreements and how you are engaging with local government and other public bodies around this agenda.  Whilst the SOLACE led “Improving Local Indicators” project is at an early stage you should say how you currently plan to support it.  See
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(c)  Say something about other needs that you are planning to meet and what the benefits will be.
15. As part of the above I am keen that we distinguish between the outcomes based approach to performance management and the emerging analytical agenda that is required to support it – which needs information and analysis of inputs, outputs and processes.  There are some important perception issues we need to tackle head on.
16. Depending on how your directorate/divisional planning is organised the above might be structured in line with national outcomes.  Alternatively all the above could fall under National Outcome 15 as responding to needs.
High quality and continuously improving

17. This is not just about what we produce.  Either as part of the above, or perhaps as separate elements of the plan (and a bit of duplication will do no harm) I would recommend that you set out very clear plans for the following:
· Improvements in basic quality - (accuracy, reliability, methodology, disclosure control etc as in Principles 4 and 5 of the Code).  See my earlier e-mail about some basic quality issues such as comparability over time.
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· Timeliness.  We are under constant pressure to improve timeliness so make sure you identify where this is planned to occur or be considered.  The recession has highlighted the need to consider release of provisional data where quality issues can be addressed adequately.
· Relevance which is partly about what statistics we collect (informed by a-c above) but also what we do with them.  I would like to see clear plans to meet the requirement of the code to include commentary and analysis when you release statistics.
· Accessibility – what are you doing to improve access not just to the numbers but to associated analysis and understanding.
· Expertise - how are you developing your staff resources and expertise.
Efficiency
18. Please look at burden of data collection carefully –there are lots of expectations about reducing burden which we need to address.  We need to be able to demonstrate that we are dropping statistics that are no longer required and improving the efficiency of collection and processing e.g. through survey harmonisation and co-ordination, use of admin data or other  means.
19. We also need to be able to demonstrate planned progress on the statistics reform agenda of reviewing and revising who produces what across the public sector.

20. We are planning to repeat the Streamlining Bureaucracy exercise we carried out a couple of years ago – so in anticipation of that please ensure that you are looking carefully not only at your own data collection but also data collection by others in your area.
Other issues

21. There are a few more strands which I think are worth drawing out as separate sections although again if you prefer you can simply highlight them as part of the earlier sections.

Engagement with users

22. We have already moved forward a lot on user engagement – but please keep up the good work.  Set out your plans for improving engagement with internal and external users - what are you planning to achieve and how.  This should include plans to improve the use and understanding of your statistics.
23. User engagements should be related to Scotstat, but the emphasis should increasingly be on seminars, workshops and direct contact rather than just standing committees and groups, although they have a purpose too.  Please make sure planned events and activities are mentioned.

Inter administration issues 
24. Please set out plans to develop inter administration issues, including coherence and compatability, sharing best practice/learning from each other, joint working on outputs or methods and issues concerning UK Government data for Scotland.

25. In terms of GSS planning I now have agreement that there will be separation between intra UK Government planning and inter administration planning, so you should not need to get bogged down with the former.  There may be some layer above that which attempts to distil some key strategic issues for the attention of the Authority.  Timetables are not yet clear.
Implementing the Statistics & Registration Service Act

26. You should include developments you are planning to better comply with the Official Statistics code – such as developing your revisions policy.  If it helps you could use the structure of the Code, although you will find that the issues covered above in this note cover quite a few of the principles.

27. You should highlight statistics you are planning to bring into or take out of National Statistics scope.

CONSULTATION AND APPROVAL PROCEDURES 
28. I have previously suggested that planning should be carried out on an iterative basis – with an emphasis on internal planning and consultation in the spring and external planning and consultation in the autumn.  However in practice there needs to be a fair degree of overlap and the two stages should not be seen as entirely separate.  Many areas may see planning as a more continuous process.
29. However every area should have a published statistics plan by recess (whether as part of a broader plan/business plan or whatever).  Ministerial approval may be sought for publication of plans at this stage if you wish.

30. Publication of the statistics plan should be the prompt for further consultation with external interests.  It may be desirable to add some explanatory material on the consultation process envisaged including processes for providing feedback and how you have responded to previous feedback (which the Authority may take a close look at).
31. All this material should be included in the planning section of your internet pages and these are flagged up on the ScotStat page.  Action must be taken now to ensure these pages are updated –this may entail saying when the plan will be available.

32. Consultation with external interests should take place through ScotStat though not solely through ScotStat committees.  Efforts should be made to reach users who are not involved.

33. Consultation on the scope of statistics is a key requirement. Decisions on scope are Ministers’ responsibility but it has been agreed that this will be on the basis of consultation.  Furthermore an assurance is given in the Framework that statistics and analysis not currently produced as official statistics will be highlighted, giving users the option of proposing that they are produced in future as official statistics.  You should ensure your database of statistics outputs and sources is updated.

34. Consultation on plans should be completed by end November followed by any further Ministerial approval.

TIMETABLE
IMMEDIATE
Ensure your internet section on planning is up-to-date.  If your plan is not complete simply say what process and timetable you intend to follow.  

Assess your current planning arrangements against the requirements of the Code and adjust as necessary.

16TH MAY

Send me a note of any issues you wish to flag up in the overall SG statistics plan. 
BY END JULY (or start of recess 27th June if possible)
Complete your statistics plan and publish on the internet
· You should carry out any internal discussions before publication.

· Ministerial approval can be sought but may not be required.  Your division should decide.

· Publication should be accompanied by a note for external interests on any consultation process.

· Up date your statistics sources and outputs database at the same time or the next quarterly update of the pre-announcement schedule.

BY END NOVEMBER
Carry out consultation with external users and providers using ScotStat and other arrangements.

· Ensure there is full discussion of the scope of statistics produced.

· This should include specific discussion on statistics and analysis that are produced by yourselves or others in SG that are not produced as official statistics.

Depending on what you have already asked them to agree, Ministers should then be asked to affirm a decision on scope as above.  (Note that the quarterly update of planned outputs goes to Ministers in early December.)
Rob Wishart

23 April 2009






� For more detail see the "Written Evidence for Assessment" document at �HYPERLINK http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/principles---procedures/written-evidence-for-assessments.doc ��http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/assessment/principles---procedures/written-evidence-for-assessments.doc�
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To all Directors and ASD Deputy Directors,

Copy Director Generals,



You will be aware that SOLACE have instigated an Improving Local Indicators Project that is being facilitated by the Improvement Service with support from Office of the Chief Statistician. This email is to provide you with some details of this project.



The aims of the project are: to review and further develop local outcome indicators, to address issues around the availability of useful and robust data at a local level and to consider the wider related issues regarding the assessment of outcomes. The immediate priority and initial focus of the project will be to refine and strengthen the Improvement Service’s Menu of Local Indicators, producing Version 4 of the Menu in October this year. Version 4 should provide a much enhanced menu but it is recognised that further work will still be needed and the project is likely to run for a couple of years. Further details can be seen in the Project Initiation Document.



The first stage of the work is an assessment of the current state of play within each of the policy themes (outlined in Appendix 4 of the P.I.D.). The resulting ‘status reports’ will outline a) the range and quality of indicators that currently exist and  b) the activities that are underway or already planned to improve the indicators. The work that analysts across SG have already done in evaluating SOAs will form a central part of this assessment, and we are also keen that the full range of activities ASDs are involved in to improve the availability and robustness of outcome indicators is fed in too.  The internal SOA Analysts Network have been informed about the project and several members of that network have agreed to act as contact points for the project to access information about relevant work that ASDs are doing, so that it all gets included in the initial status reports.



These Status Reports will be used as the basis for the next stage of the work which will involve consultation with a wide range of stakeholders from central and local government as well as NDPBs, academia and the third sector. Consultation events will likely be held over the summer. In addition, the Improvement Service have established an online Community of Practice (the Scottish Local Outcome Indicators Project Community - registration is required) through which people can feed in thoughts. Engagement of policy officials from Scottish Government would be hugely beneficial during the consultation stage, and some discussion will be needed as to how that can be achieved most effectively. Information about the consultation events will be forwarded as soon as it becomes available, as will the status reports.



Please forward this email to all those in your Directorate or Division who may have an interest.





Sara Grainger

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Statistical Support for Public Bodies

Office of the Chief Statistician

Scottish Government

Office: 0131 244 0329

Mobile: 07827 983645
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This is an initial note to feed back to you a discussion I had with Perm Sec yesterday, following on from the First Minister raising some serious concerns about statistics at their regular meeting.  It also asks you to take action to ensure that we are implementing the National Statistics requirements. 






The First Minister’s concern is to do with the need for overlap series when statistics are changed so that change over time can be described.  This has been raised by him on three occasions in a month, arising out of difficulty Ministers have had in getting a clear picture of changes over time in some specific statistical outputs.  We had a useful discussion on this at the Senior Statisticians meeting last week.






The upshot is that I will be issuing further guidance to make clear a number of requirements that we need to ensure are always complied with.  Perm Sec was quite clear that there must be no exceptions.  Essentially this is about ensuring effective implementation of requirements that are in the National Statistics Code- the new version of which says






·       Where time series are revised or changes made to methods or coverage, produce consistent historical data where possible.






·       Publish a Revisions Policy for those outputs that are subject to scheduled revisions.  Provide a statement explaining the nature and extent of revisions at the time the statistics are released.













In the meantime here are my initial thoughts about what the guidance will include.













General points






·       The requirements in the Code noted above must be met in all circumstances.






·       Any failure to do so should be reported to me as a breach of the Code.






·       “Where possible” should be interpreted as just that, rather than where it can be done readily or such like.  In other words there need to be genuinely insurmountable reasons for not providing consistent historic data.






·       The statement explaining the nature and extent of revisions should not say that comparisons with previous years are impossible unless that is genuinely the case.  Instead you should provide the best possible way of comparing the figures in the body of the release, albeit with appropriate caveats.













Additional practical guidance  (very much a first draft)






·       Where it is not possible to produce a historical series on the new basis, you must produce your best estimate of at least the previous year’s statistics on the new basis, or the new year’s figure on the old basis to allow change to be measured on a like for like basis.






·       Where the figures are used in government targets or indicators it is normal to continue measuring on the old basis so it is necessary for your statistics to do this unless there has been an agreement by Ministers otherwise.






·       Advice on estimation will be provided by OCS if required and I would encourage you to raise difficult issues with me.






·       Clearly it will neither be practical nor sensible to have historical series for every single item of data.  You need to think carefully about what will be required by Ministers, Parliament, the media and other users.






·       Bear in mind that when we talk about changes it is not just the technical changes you may have initiated.  Changes in quality are difficult to assess but they need to be covered nonetheless.  Where you are using management data, changes in administrative processes must be identified and handled accordingly.






·       It is also vital that the impact of government policies or other broader changes are recognised as changes that need to be treated in the same way e.g. on expenditure.






·       This is essential if the impact of government policy, positive or negative is properly measured in the statistics so that all users can understand the impact.






·       Plan ahead to ensure that you are able to meet the Code requirements at the time of release.






·       Be aware of the additional burden on data providers, but recognise the importance of the having consistent historical data, and certainly for the most recent years.  Sometimes carefully formulated questions/information demands will allow the requirement to be met with minimum burden.




















The above is part of a more general push to enhance the extent to which statistics releases analyse and comment on the statistics on the basis of a clear understanding of what is needed for policy and public debate.  We will be producing more guidance and action on this broader set of issues soon.













Two other points.  First Minister clearly views this as an important issue and is likely to raise any similar occurrence in very strong terms.  Bear in mind that this may result in direct contact with the sender of the statistics release or other information.  It would seem advisable to ensure this is signed off or sent at a senior level at least until we are sure that the issue has been resolved.













There are also requirements in the Code to announce changes in methods or classifications well in advance and to consult users.  We have often done this through our user arrangements, in the previous release or on the Statistics web pages.  We have also flagged up changes in the forthcoming releases schedule which goes to Ministers each month.  I suspect that none of this is sufficient for Ministers and policy colleagues.  Perm Sec was of the view that we could do a good deal more to forewarn Ministers and colleagues of impending changes, so please give this some further attention and I will include further guidance on this point too.













Can I ask you to ensure this interim guidance is implemented immediately and communicated to all your staff.  Please look carefully at any releases which are near publication stage.  Please ensure that where you think you may be unable to comply that this is raised with me as soon as possible.






I would also welcome your comments on what is admittedly a first draft of what we need to implement.













Jill/Elaine – can you consider how to pursue this with ISD.
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