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Office for Statistics Regulation 

We provide independent regulation of all official statistics produced in the UK. Statistics 
are an essential public asset. We aim to enhance public confidence in the trustworthiness, 
quality and value of statistics produced by government. 

We do this by setting the standards they must meet in the Code of Practice for Statistics. 
We ensure that producers of government statistics uphold these standards by conducting 
assessments against the Code. Those which meet the standards are given National 
Statistics status, indicating that they meet the highest standards of trustworthiness, quality 
and value. We also report publicly on system-wide issues and on the way statistics are 
being used, celebrating when the standards are upheld and challenging publicly when they 
are not. 

https://code.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/the-code/
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Executive Summary 

Judgement on National Statistics Status  

ES.1 Deaths in the Care Sector experimental statistics provide information on the number 
of deaths of residents in registered care homes in England and Wales and were 
developed by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) as part of its wider work to 
extend its portfolio of statistics about adult social care.  

ES.2 In requesting this assessment, the ONS statistics team is demonstrating its 
commitment to produce statistics that meet the standards required of National 
Statistics and the Code of Practice for Statistics.  

ES.3 We judge that these statistics require some improvements to meet the standards of 
the Code and we have identified five sets of improvements that ONS needs to make 
for the statistics to become National Statistics. ONS has committed to implement all 
these by September 2023. 

 

Key findings 

ES.4 ONS developed weekly provisional statistics in 2020 during the COVID-19 
pandemic to support the management and public understanding of the main causes 
of deaths of people who were living in registered care homes. Worthy of note is the 
innovation and collaboration, both within and outside ONS, that the statistics team 
undertook for the speedy development of these statistics for the public good. 

ES.5 ONS has released Deaths in the Care Sector annually as an experimental output. 
The development of these statistics as an experimental output is innovative, but the 
innovation and improvement has not yet gone far enough. The annual release has 
not reached its full potential for providing granular data or for describing deaths in 
the whole of the care sector. Users felt the published statistics lacked a wider 
context and they were unable to use the data to evaluate the quality of care given or 
place the impact of the pandemic within the context of other causes of death of 
residents of care homes. 

ES.6 At the time of writing, ONS has not published some important metadata about these 
statistics – information about quality assurance processes, risks and mitigations for 
data quality, and methodological details. Users are therefore unaware of the 
strengths and limitations of the data. ONS is preparing this documentation and 
should ensure it fully explains uncertainty, or other limitations, and the mitigations 
applied to maximise data quality for users. 

ES.7 Expert users raised concerns with us about the methods used to estimate the care 
home population which is used in the calculation of the age-specific mortality rate. 
ONS has told us that it is exploring alternate data sources to provide estimates of 
the care home resident population. The team should build on its initial work and 
engage with a wider range of stakeholders, including obtaining external assurance, 
to support the development of the statistics. 

 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsinthecaresectorenglandandwales/previousReleases
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/socialcare
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Detailed findings 

Introduction 

1.1 ONS started publishing weekly provisional statistics on deaths of people who lived 
in registered care homes in response to urgent user need in 2020. The COVID-19 
pandemic had quickly affected elderly people, and those in residential 
accommodation. Health agencies and local authorities responsible for public health 
needed information to help them manage the impacts of the illness. 

1.2 ONS has published the annual statistics twice, in the autumn of 2020 and again in 
2021. The statistics are based on deaths data from different sources – the General 
Register Office (GRO), the Care Quality Commission (CQC) and the Care 
Inspectorate Wales (CIW). The statistics focus on deaths of people whose address 
was a registered care home in England and Wales. ONS has produced several 
breakdowns of the data – by sex, age, local authority and cause of death – 
providing users with a range of statistics. In the statistics, ONS also presents age-
specific mortality rates1 (ASMRs) of care home residents. 

1.3 The accompanying commentary in the first publication was more comprehensive 
and included more analysis and discussion than the latest publication. Worthy of 
note is the innovation and collaboration, both within and outside ONS, that the 
statistics team undertook for the speedy development of these statistics for the 
public good. For example, ONS has built strong working relationships with CQC and 
CIW. The team plans to continue to collaborate with these organisations on future 
analyses about other topics in the care sector, for example, to estimate the 
proportion of privately or publicly funded residents in care homes. 

1.4 Social care is devolved across the UK. National Records of Scotland publishes 
deaths in care homes as part of its weekly Deaths involving coronavirus (COVID-
19) in Scotland statistics; and the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency 
publishes COVID-19 related deaths to care home residents in Northern Ireland as 
part of its weekly deaths statistics. To assist users, ONS has developed an 
interactive dashboard that brings together the official statistics relating to adult 
social care, which includes data on deaths in the care sector, from the four UK 
administrations. By accessing the linked 4 nations matrix file, users can see how 
the statistics are constructed and whether they can be compared. 

1.5 ONS has a range of development plans for statistics about adult social care more 
generally. As part of developing these statistics, ONS is planning to explore 
statistics about the following, all of which would add value to the adult social care 
landscape: 

• unpaid carers 

• self-funded care home residents 

• recipients of home care 

• improving care home population estimates 

• workforce statistics 
 

 
1 An age-specific rate is the incidence or mortality rate for a specified age group, in which the numerator and 
denominator refer to the same age group; it is expressed as the number of deaths per 100,000 population at 
risk. 

https://www.gov.uk/general-register-office
https://www.gov.uk/general-register-office
https://www.cqc.org.uk/
https://www.careinspectorate.wales/
https://www.careinspectorate.wales/
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/vital-events/general-publications/weekly-and-monthly-data-on-births-and-deaths/deaths-involving-coronavirus-covid-19-in-scotland
https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/statistics-and-data/statistics/statistics-by-theme/vital-events/general-publications/weekly-and-monthly-data-on-births-and-deaths/deaths-involving-coronavirus-covid-19-in-scotland
https://www.nisra.gov.uk/statistics/death-statistics/weekly-death-registrations-northern-ireland
https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/dashboard/tools/adult-social-care-statistics/database.html
https://gss.civilservice.gov.uk/dashboard/content/downloads/4-nations-matrix.xlsx
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Expanding the user base to develop the statistics 

1.6 During the speedy timelines of the COVID-19 pandemic, ONS urgently developed 
weekly datasets of provisional statistics for an expert set of users that detail 
whether a death involved coronavirus. This demonstrates ONS’s motivation to 
improve statistics and data in line with the Code of Practice for the public good. The 
weekly data have been very relevant and timely for central government health and 
care officials, care regulators (CIW and CQC) and local authorities managing the 
public health emergency. 

1.7 The team outlines longer-term plans for its statistics, for example, by posting 
updates in blogs (Shining a light on what we know about adult social care and 
Improving access to data on adult social care) as well as speaking about the 
statistics at conferences. Despite this outreach, we found that these statistics had a 
small user group outside of the core policy officials and data suppliers who had 
helped develop the statistics. The users who had helped develop the statistics told 
us that ONS had engaged well with them and that the statistics were useful for 
them. 

1.8 Some key stakeholders whose jobs involve analysing and commenting on the adult 
social care sector told us they had not come across the statistics at all. Other users 
commented that navigating some of the accompanying documentation could be 
difficult and these users also felt that understanding key data definitions and 
changes to definitions could be a challenge. 

1.9 ONS has released Deaths in the Care Sector annually as an experimental output. 
Experimental statistics are ‘newly developed or innovative official statistics 
undergoing evaluation. They are developed under the guidance of the Head of 
Profession for Statistics and are published to involve users and stakeholders in the 
assessment of their suitability and quality at an early stage’. The limited user 
engagement we found could indicate that ONS has not yet fully explored the public 
value of the statistics, that the statistics are still in quite early stages of development 
and that the statistics have not reached their full potential to improve understanding 
of the adult care sector. For example, the inclusion of deaths of people in receipt of 
domiciliary care, as well as those who lived in a care home, would be a helpful 
development. The team should build on its initial work and engage with a wider 
range of stakeholders to identify and get consensus for which adult social care 
statistics will be most helpful for ONS to develop in the future. 

Requirement 1: To assist the further development of the statistics, ONS 
should engage with and capture the views of a wider range of stakeholders. 

  

Maximising coherence and understanding 

1.10 ONS publishes a large suite of mortality statistics. Users highlighted that they were 
unsure where these statistics on deaths in the care sector fitted within the wider 
mortality statistics landscape, given that ONS already published information about 
where people had died, including the number of deaths of care home residents. 

1.11 As part of its new analyses about the adult social care sector, ONS has published 
an analysis of life expectancy of care home residents using pre-pandemic data. 
Users we spoke to as part of this assessment told us that this information would be 
very useful if ONS could include data from the years of the pandemic. To meet 
users’ needs and maximise coherence between the statistics covering the 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/deathsregisteredweeklyinenglandandwalesprovisional/latest
https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2020/12/14/shining-a-light-on-what-we-know-about-adult-social-care/
https://blog.ons.gov.uk/2022/01/25/improving-access-to-data-on-adult-social-care/
https://code.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/glossary/#pid-experimental-statistics
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/lifeexpectancies/datasets/lifeexpectancyincarehomesenglandandwales
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pandemic, ONS should consider publishing supplementary analyses and 
comparisons of life expectancy of care home residents including the years of the 
pandemic. 

1.12 Statistics should be presented in a clear, unambiguous way. However, the output 
title suggests that the contents would include statistics on the deaths of all people 
receiving social care, whether that is domiciliary care or some form of residential 
care. Users commented that the title of the publication could mislead because the 
publication covers only care homes and not the rest of the care sector. ONS told us 
it plans to change the title of the next release to Deaths of Care Home Residents, 
England and Wales, which will reflect the content more accurately. 

1.13 Users valued the commentary and discussion provided in the first publication of 
these statistics. However, as noted above, commentary was much shorter in the 
more recent publication and users felt they would have benefited from more. The 
reasons they gave for this are that the information lacked a wider context and they 
were unable to use the data to evaluate the quality of care given or place the impact 
of the pandemic within the context of other causes of death of residents of care 
homes. 

1.14 In the first output, ONS had included breakdowns by some demographic 
characteristics which are not recorded on the death certificate. These included 
ethnicity, disability and religion. The information was retrieved by linking death 
records to the Census 2011 data. Users queried whether there were further 
opportunities for data linkage with other sources, noting that a more granular 
presentation of the statistics, for example, by type of care home, and more 
visualisation to describe the data, would be helpful. 

Requirement 2: ONS should improve the granularity and commentary of the 
published statistics to meet user needs, exploiting the potential for data 
linkage wherever practicable.  

 

Explaining data limitations and quality assurance 

1.15 The Code of Practice notes that opportunities for data sharing and data linkage 
should be taken whenever possible. As noted above, ONS has taken advantage of 
the Census to retrieve information about some personal characteristics and re-used 
data to create the statistics. Internationally recognised standards, classifications, 
definitions, and methods are applied to the mortality data, which is good practice.  

1.16 ONS has not published some important metadata about these statistics – 
information about quality assurance processes, risks and mitigations for data 
quality, and methodological details. Users are therefore unaware of the strengths 
and limitations of the data. ONS is preparing this documentation and should ensure 
it fully explains uncertainty, or other limitations, and the mitigations applied to 
maximise data quality for users. 

Requirement 3: To enable users to judge whether the statistics are of 
sufficient quality to meet their needs, ONS should publish appropriate 
information about their quality. 
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Estimating the care home population 

1.17 Expert users raised concerns with us about the methods used to estimate the care 
home population which is used in the calculation of the age-specific mortality rate 
(ASMR) and that the estimates of the care home population might not be accurate 
enough for their purposes. ASMRs are expressed as the number of deaths per 
100,000 population at risk. The calculation of an ASMR is widely used across ONS 
mortality statistics, but the number of care home residents to use as the 
denominator has been estimated by applying a care home resident proportion to the 
latest population projections.  

1.18 The impact of this uncertainty has not been explained and expert users have 
expressed reservations about trusting the data because of this. ONS has told us 
that it plans to use data from the Census 2021 to estimate the care home resident 
population and is exploring alternate data sources to provide estimates of the care 
home resident population in subsequent years. Following any methodology 
changes, ONS should ensure that it explains the comparability of the estimates over 
time. ONS should also ensure that users are aware of the limitations of the current 
methods it has applied and outline plans for options to obtain a more accurate care 
home population estimate. 

Requirement 4: ONS should: a) explain how the accuracy of the estimate of 
the care home resident population affects the ASMRs, b) outline plans to 
publish a more accurate care home population estimate to calculate the 
ASMRs. 

1.19 Independent measures, such as internal and external audit, peer review and 
National Statistics Quality Reviews can be helpful to evaluate the effectiveness of 
the statistical processes and quality. As noted above, the development of 
experimental statistics should include a review of the quality and ONS has not yet 
carried out any peer review or external audit on these statistics. As it develops the 
statistics, and to give an assurance of quality for users, ONS should implement a 
form of external assurance, such as a peer review, for these statistics. 

Requirement 5: ONS should consider the potential benefits of a form of 
external assurance, such as a peer review, for these statistics and take steps 
to arrange such assurance. 
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