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Director General for Regulation’s 
Report
We want to see statistics that serve the public good. This report shows 
how this vision drives everyone in the OSR team and how brilliantly and 
hard the whole OSR team have worked. I would like to thank them all 
publicly for what they’ve achieved this year. 

Over the last year, statistics and data have been more important than 
ever – informing the public about the pandemic and its impacts, right  
at the centre of public life. 

We’ve been contributing to this central importance through our 
regulatory role. We’ve upheld the trustworthiness, quality and value 
through a series of regulatory reviews, for example, our review of the 
COVID-19 Infection Survey. We’ve protected the role of statistics in public 
debate – handling a larger volume of cases than ever before, some of 
them very high profile, like the reporting of COVID-19 testing capacity. 
And we’ve enhanced understanding of the public good provided by 
statistics, through our burgeoning research programme.

It’s not all been about COVID-19 data either. We’ve delivered a whole 
range of outputs that are about enhancing the statistical system: our 
review of quality of statistics at HMRC, which has had a significant impact 
on how HMRC runs its statistics and analysis operations; advocating 
statistical leadership and methodological innovations like Reproducible 
Analytical Pipelines; and identifying lessons learned from the use of 
models to award exam grades in the summer of 2020, one of the most 
high profile stories about statistics of this or any year.

In short, wherever statistics have been prominent, we’ve been there too 
– supporting, challenging, enhancing, advising, all in the name of the 
public good of statistics.

Ed Humpherson 
Director General for Regulation 
July 2021
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Our purpose and vision
The Office for Statistics Regulation (OSR) is the Authority’s independent 
regulatory function, established by the Statistics and Registration Service 
Act (2007).

With offices in England, Scotland and Wales, we provide independent 
regulation of all official statistics produced in the UK, and aim to enhance 
public confidence in the trustworthiness, quality and value of statistics 
produced by government.

We do this by setting the standards official statistics must meet in the  
Code of Practice for Statistics. We ensure that producers of official 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 systemwide issues and on the way 
that statistics are being used, celebrating when the standards are upheld 
and challenging publicly when they are not.

Our governance
The legislation which established the UK Statistics Authority requires strict 
separation of the functions of production and regulation, where those 
involved in the production of statistics are not involved in the assessment  
of statistics against the Code.

Our work is overseen by the Authority’s Regulation Committee. The 
Committee is chaired by Anne Trefethen, a non-executive director of the  
UK Statistics Authority Board. Other members are also non-executive 
members of that Board, together with the Director General for Regulation. 
No producers of statistics, including ONS executives, are members of  
the Committee.

The Regulation Committee reviews and approves our strategy, annual 
business plan, and budget, and approves all key regulatory decisions  
on assessment against the Code of Practice for Statistics.

Our vision
Our vision is simple. Statistics should serve the public good.
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Delivering the authority priorities for 2020-25 
The Authority Strategy set out four priorities for the statistical system  
for 2020-25:

•	 	build public trust in evidence
•	 	make greater data available in a secure way for research and evaluation
•	 	enhance understanding of social and economic matters
•	 	improve clarity and coherence of communication for maximum impact

As the independent regulator, we work through three delivery channels:

We uphold 
trustworthiness, 

quality and value of 
statistics and data 
used as evidence

We protect the 
role of statistics in 

public debate

We develop a better 
understanding of 
the public good  

of statistics

These channels map to the Authority priorities:

We uphold 
trustworthiness, quality 
and value of statistics and 
data used as evidence

We protect the 
role of statistics 
in public debate

We develop a better 
understanding of 
the public good of 
statistics

Build public trust in evidence

Make greater data available 
in a secure way for research 
and evaluation

Enhance understanding of 
social and economic matters

Improve clarity and 
coherence of communication 
for maximum impact

Our vision and our OSR Strategic Business Plan 2020 to 2025 set the 
context for what we aimed to achieve in 2020/21:  
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-
regulation-strategic-business-plan/

For more information about our organisation: what we do and why; 
how we work and the tools we use; and our broad ambitions for future 
development, please refer to our published vision statement:  
www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/osr-vision/

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
http://www.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/osr-vision/
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2020/21 highlights

We published our first Rapid 
Review in response to the 
pandemic, endorsing ONS 
Opinions and Lifestyle Survey 
COVID-19 questions (April 
2020)

We published our review: 
Strengthening the quality of 
HMRC’s official statistics  
(April 2020)

COVID-19 surveillance 
and registered deaths 
data review stressed need 
for trustworthiness and 
responding to changing data 
needs (April 2020)

Adult Social Care Statistics: GB 
Summary Report highlighted 
common challenges and 
good practice, presenting our 
priorities for action (April 2020)

14 Rapid Reviews and 33 
Compliance Checks published

Rt Hon Matt Hancock MP 
confirmed improvements 
to COVID-19 testing data 
following concerns we had 
raised (June 2020)

323 casework cases opened. 
Our 2019/20 Annual Review of 
Casework confirmed April-June 
2020 as our busiest period on 
record.

We published Presenting 
estimates of R by government 
and allied bodies across the 
United Kingdom (June 2020)

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/covid-19-changes-to-statistics/#osr-endorsements-of-new-statistical-outputs-during-covid-19-outbreak
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/covid-19-changes-to-statistics/#osr-endorsements-of-new-statistical-outputs-during-covid-19-outbreak
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/strengthening-the-quality-of-hmrcs-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/strengthening-the-quality-of-hmrcs-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/covid-19-surveillance-and-registered-deaths-data-review/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/covid-19-surveillance-and-registered-deaths-data-review/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/covid-19-surveillance-and-registered-deaths-data-review/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/adult-social-care-statistics-summary-report-for-great-britain/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/adult-social-care-statistics-summary-report-for-great-britain/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/1232983-Sir-David-Norgrove.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/1232983-Sir-David-Norgrove.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/1232983-Sir-David-Norgrove.pdf
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/annual-review-of-authority-casework-2019-20/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/annual-review-of-authority-casework-2019-20/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/presenting-estimates-of-r-by-government-and-allied-bodies-across-the-united-kingdom/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/presenting-estimates-of-r-by-government-and-allied-bodies-across-the-united-kingdom/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/presenting-estimates-of-r-by-government-and-allied-bodies-across-the-united-kingdom/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/presenting-estimates-of-r-by-government-and-allied-bodies-across-the-united-kingdom/
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We published our 5-Year 
Strategic Plan (July 2020)

Exploring the public value 
of statistics about post-16 
education and skills: UK report 
looked at how accessible the 
statistics are and whether they 
inform the big picture  
(July 2020)

We published our first report 
on: The state of the UK’s 
statistical system and shared 
with the GSS in the first of a 
new series of OSR webinars 
(July 2020)

We published Mental 
Health Statistics in England 
which explored why good 
statistics are important and 
made recommendations for 
improvement (September 2020)

We published guidance on 
unlocking the value of data 
through onward sharing and 
making changes to statistical 
methods (October 2020)

Our Business Demography 
Assessment had support 
from the National Statistician 
for reviewing 70-year old 
legislation to optimise 
the benefits of the Inter-
Departmental Business 
Register (October 2020)

We published guest blogs 
offering perspectives on the 
world of statistics and data, 
including one from Andy 
Haldane on How to solve 
a puzzle like productivity 
(November 2020)

5 Assessment Reports 
published and 3 new National 
Statistics

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/exploring-the-public-value-of-statistics-about-post-16-education-and-skills-uk-report/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/exploring-the-public-value-of-statistics-about-post-16-education-and-skills-uk-report/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/exploring-the-public-value-of-statistics-about-post-16-education-and-skills-uk-report/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/the-state-of-the-uks-statistical-system/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/the-state-of-the-uks-statistical-system/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/mental-health-statistics-in-england/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/mental-health-statistics-in-england/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/unlocking-the-value-of-data-through-onward-sharing/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/unlocking-the-value-of-data-through-onward-sharing/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/guidance-for-producers-when-making-changes-to-statistical-methods/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/guidance-for-producers-when-making-changes-to-statistical-methods/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/assessment-report-uk-business-demography-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/assessment-report-uk-business-demography-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/how-to-solve-a-puzzle-like-productivity/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/how-to-solve-a-puzzle-like-productivity/
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We initiated preemptive 
discussions with producers 
of health statistics about 
our expectation for the 
development of vaccine 
statistics across the UK 
(December 2020).

We published research paper: 
The Public Good of Statistics: 
What we know so far 
(December 2020)

2000th follower on Twitter 
(January 2021) 

7 Systemic Reviews completed

We published draft guidance 
on collecting and reporting 
data about sex in official 
statistics (February 2021)

We published Statistical 
leadership: Making analytical 
insight count (February 2021)

We published Ensuring 
statistical models command 
public confidence: Learning 
lessons from the approach 
to developing models for 
awarding grades in the UK in 
2020 (March 2021)

We published Reproducible 
Analytical Pipelines: 
Overcoming barriers to 
adoption (March 2021)

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-producers-of-health-related-statistics-across-the-uk-statistics-to-monitor-the-uks-covid-19-vaccination-programme/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-producers-of-health-related-statistics-across-the-uk-statistics-to-monitor-the-uks-covid-19-vaccination-programme/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-producers-of-health-related-statistics-across-the-uk-statistics-to-monitor-the-uks-covid-19-vaccination-programme/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/the-public-good-of-statistics-what-we-know-so-far/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/the-public-good-of-statistics-what-we-know-so-far/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/draft-guidance-collecting-and-reporting-data-about-sex-in-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/draft-guidance-collecting-and-reporting-data-about-sex-in-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/draft-guidance-collecting-and-reporting-data-about-sex-in-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/draft-guidance-collecting-and-reporting-data-about-sex-in-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/statistical-leadership-making-analytical-insight-count/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/statistical-leadership-making-analytical-insight-count/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/statistical-leadership-making-analytical-insight-count/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/reproducible-analytical-pipelines-overcoming-barriers-to-adoption/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/reproducible-analytical-pipelines-overcoming-barriers-to-adoption/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/reproducible-analytical-pipelines-overcoming-barriers-to-adoption/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/reproducible-analytical-pipelines-overcoming-barriers-to-adoption/


Office for Statistics Regulation | 9

Our performance
Delivery of key commitments in our 2020/21 Business Plan

We uphold trustworthiness quality and value of statistics and data used as evidence

Challenge official statistics producers to answer society’s questions, focusing on appropriate 
timeliness, granularity and data linkage

Use rapid reviews to support 
producers as they develop new 
outputs and approaches in response 
to the pandemic

Fully delivered: We published 14 Rapid Reviews in 2020/21 at 
the request of producers. We expect the benefits gained from 
this approach to inform improvements to our regulatory toolkit 
beyond the pandemic.

Regulatory programme looking at 
outputs which draw on multiple 
sources or can offer detailed 
breakdowns

Fully delivered: We consistently challenged producers to make 
more granular analyses available, and endorsed good practice 
– for example, Business Demography statistics and Scottish 
Prison Population statistics. This will be a continuing key theme in 
2021/22. 

Systemic Reviews with a focus on 
society’s most important issues 
which cut across policy

Partially delivered: We published reviews on Post-16 Education 
and Skills, Mental Health, and Adult Social Care. We have reviews 
ongoing on Children and Young People, and Climate Change. At 
the invitation of HMRC, we also carried out a quality review across 
their statistics.

Continued advocacy for data linkage 
and use of multiple sources to 
answer society’s most important 
questions

Partially delivered: We have embedded the advocacy of data 
linkage into our regulatory work in 2020/21. We have been 
building our networks with partners with common goals such 
as ADR UK and NAO, running joint events and planning more 
guest blogs. We have published Reproducible Analytical Pipelines: 
Overcoming Barriers to Adoption; and Unlocking the Value of Data 
through Onward Sharing. An update on our implementation of our 
data linkage recommendations is planned for 2021/22.

Challenge official statistics producers to offer insight, clarity of communication and coherence

Regulatory work focuses on clarity 
of communication

Fully delivered: We challenged producers to provide clarity of 
coherence and insight and endorsed good practice across a range 
of statistics – for example, Rough Sleeping statistics. 

Systemic Reviews looking 
at whether statistics across 
broader topics are coherent and 
communicated effectively

Fully delivered: Our reviews of Defra user engagement, Post-16 
Education and Skills, and Reproducible Analytical Pipelines all had 
strong focus in this area. Our review of Poverty statistics launched 
in November 2020 considers the extent to which the statistical 
system is providing coherent and comprehensive information 
required to support decision making. 

2020 Insight programme: using 
intelligence to identify key themes 
in our work that we can learn from 
and address across the statistical 
system

Partially delivered: Our discovery work has delivered a number 
of recommendations which are being developed into a plan 
for implementation. Some are quick wins, such as making 
improvements in the project closure report and other regulatory 
documents. Others are more innovative and complex and are 
being scheduled.
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Delivery of key commitments in our 2020/21 Business Plan

Increase voluntary application of the Code beyond official statistics, particularly for government 
analytical outputs

Continue to promote voluntary 
application of the Code through 
support of the established 
Community of Practice, workshops 
and published case studies 

Fully delivered: 26 statements of voluntary compliance with 
the Code have been published so far in total by a range of 
organisations, from producers of official statistics to those outside 
the public sector. In 2020/21 six statements were published, 
including for Department for Health and Social Care’s NHS 
Test and Trace statistics. We have strong interest from other 
organisations to adopt the Code. 

Support government to publish 
analytical outputs, such as 
management information and 
research outputs, in line with the 
Code 

Fully delivered: We have published a range of guidance and case 
studies in support of the Code – for example, we published a 
statement on Why trust and transparency are vital in a pandemic 
in November 2020. Our on-line Code course is now available 
for the government statistical system on the Learning Hub. We 
are working with partners in the GSS to develop scenario-based 
self-learning modules that will illustrate applying the pillars of the 
Code, and to roll out the Code across the Analysis Function.

Sponsor the Voluntary Application 
Award, in partnership with the Royal 
Statistical Society (RSS), rewarding 
excellence in the voluntary 
application of the Trustworthiness, 
Quality and Value pillars of the Code

Fully delivered: The first awards have been handed out and 
we have launched the 2021 awards. We had some excellent 
nominations in 2020 and we published Case Studies by our 
winners and those who were highly commended to share their 
experiences more widely.

We protect the role of statistics in public debate

Focus on addressing data gaps and stepping in when statistics are being misrepresented

Identify and highlight gaps in 
statistics and data 

Fully delivered: We have challenged producers to address gaps 
in statistics and data across our regulatory programme. We’ve 
used what we have learned to offer insights. We published two 
blogs: Closing data gaps: understanding the impact of COVID-19 
on income; and a blog from our Director General to start the 
process of demystifying data gaps more widely. The pandemic has 
highlighted the importance of looking to the questions that need 
to be answered with data, both now and in the future, and this will 
remain a key theme for us in 2021/22.

Intervene where we identify 
significant or persistent issues with 
how statistics are being used or 
misrepresented

Fully delivered: We have opened 323 cases in 2020/21, a 
threefold increase on previous years. We published an updated 
Interventions Policy and FAQs to help the public to engage with us 
and know what to expect. We anticipate our volumes of casework 
to remain higher than in the past, and we are continuing to 
improve processes to allow us to effectively deliver. Our review on 
Statistical Leadership, published in February 2020, highlights the 
importance of Governments across the UK showing leadership in 
the use of numbers and data.

Systemic Reviews to encourage 
producers to address gaps in 
statistics

Fully delivered: Our review programme has had a strong focus this 
year on increasing the public value of statistics and understanding 
where users’ needs are not being met/ their questions are not 
being answered by the available statistics. Examples of published 
Reviews which have addressed this area: Mental Health (England), 
Post-16 Education and Skill and Adult Social Care. 

Develop automated tools and 
dashboards to provide intelligence 
on how statistics are used in social 
and mainstream media

Partially met: Our Twitter dashboard is now fully cloud based and 
able to run automatically. This has set the infrastructure for future 
projects which should now be much quicker to deploy. We are 
scoping projects on Google Trends (and how this might inform 
data gaps) and scraping Hansard to provide analysis of what is 
being talked about in UK Parliament. 
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Delivery of key commitments in our 2020/21 Business Plan

Increase the profile of OSR to support impact of our interventions

Greater use of regulatory 
statements on website, so people 
can see our position on key issues 

Partially met: We have published a number of position statements 
during 2020/21 – for example: domain updates on crime, trade 
and the RPI; our expectations of producers in respect collecting 
and reporting data about sex; the impact of COVID-19 on the 
Labour Force Survey; and welcoming changes to pre-release 
access in Scotland. We need to make these statements more 
accessible in the coming year.

More regular contributions to 
Parliamentary inquiries and 
raising issues with relevant select 
committees 

Fully met: Within the context of the pandemic, our Director 
General for Regulation has been called to offer evidence to PACAC 
and select committees. We have also contributed evidence to 
parliamentary reviews. We will seek to continue to seek to improve 
how we inform UK and devolved Parliaments in 2021/22.

Develop our website Fully met: We launched the OSR website in 2020 and it has become 
an important vehicle for communicating our work. As well as our 
formal outputs we have published a series of blogs on a wide 
range of subjects by guests and our own team. In September, we 
delivered enhancements to comply with the new UK Government 
Accessibility Regulations.

Strengthen our regulatory presence 
on Social Media e.g. through our 
new Twitter account launched in 
2019

Fully met: We now have over 2000 followers on Twitter and have 
used social media in increasingly creative ways to engage with 
our audience. On our one-year anniversary of @StatsRegulation 
we posted our most engaged-with tweet ever. Our intervention 
that day had 105,000 impressions; 73,000 views of the video and 
15,500 engagements. We increased by 150 followers in four hours.

We develop a better understanding of the public good of statistics

Clarify our role in regulation of data and AI

Publish a statement on our 
regulatory role in the data and AI 
landscape 

Fully met: We published our statement and supporting blog in July 
2020, and the subsequent report on Ensuring Statistical Models 
Command Public Confidence consolidated our messaging.

Work with organisations working 
on data and AI to further our 
knowledge, including their 
regulatory role and any gaps in 
regulation

Fully met: We have been working with ONS’s Data Science Campus 
and others like NAO and ADR UK and developing events, blogs and 
plans for workshops to build our team’s capability.

Build our evidence base on understanding of the public good

Review the National Statistics 
designation

Fully met: This review will continue into 2021/22 but we have made 
strong progress this year, publishing a consultation document 
and engaging with Heads of Profession and the wider analytical 
community to inform our thinking. We published findings and next 
steps in June 2021.

Further develop a framework for 
judging misleadingness

Fully met: We published an initial think piece in May 2020 and a 
programme of engagement was carried out to inform a follow-up 
piece one year on. 

Utilise our research and data and 
automation capabilities to develop 
our understanding of what is meant 
by public good of statistics and 
existing evidence

Fully met: We published our report: The Public Good of Statistics: 
What we know so far in December 2020 and work is progressing 
well on other elements of our research. We shared our latest 
findings and plans for further work with our external expert 
Steering Group in April 2021.
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Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic: 
Statistics for the public good
The last year has brought into sharp focus the importance of delivering 
statistics for the public good, and the central role that we play in standing 
up for the public. Key ways in which we have developed:

•	 interventions such as our Chair’s letter on testing have put us higher in 
the public consciousness, and increased understanding of the role that 
we play

•	 the volume and importance of our casework requests from the public 
has increased during the pandemic. We have seen positive changes in 
the data published and how it is communicated as direct and indirect 
results of our interventions

•	 	we have a strengthened relationship with the Public Administration and 
Constitutional Affairs Committee (PACAC) and parliamentary committees, 
where we have provided independent expert advice at important 
junctures

•	 	we have stood up for statistical leadership across the statistical system 
and analytical community, and tried to ensure we are always fair and 
balanced in our judgments 

•	 	we have made a step change in our role as a supportive regulator – 
supporting producers as they have navigated the pandemic. We have 
welcomed how proactive Heads of Profession have been in working with 
us and coming to us to pre-emptively discuss any emerging challenges 

•	 	we were quick to issue guidance for producers and to evolve our 
approach to regulation – for example, introducing Rapid Reviews to allow 
us to quickly evaluate and endorse new statistics required to inform the 
response to the pandemic 

•	 as with the rest of society, the pandemic required us to be agile and 
responsive to the emerging situation, and to continually revisit our 
priorities for the year. We published updates to our rolling regulatory 
work programme around every four to six weeks 
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Our reflections on the state of 
official statistics
In July 2021, we published a report that sets out the Office for Statistics 
Regulation’s view on the current state of government statistics, based on 
our work in 2020 and 2021 so far.

In this report, we set out our view on the current state of statistics and data 
produced by public bodies. We highlight examples of statistical producers 
doing things well which we would like to see continue into the future, 
and the improvements we would like to see to ensure statistics and data 
better serve society’s needs. The five themes focused on are: responsive 
and agile, timeliness, collaboration and data sharing, communication 
and presentation, transparency and trustworthiness. We also reflect on 
progress on the areas raised in last year’s report.

Resourcing
2020/21 has been a year when OSR has worked well to fulfil our ambitions 
and our responsibilities to the public, particularly in respect of the 
pandemic. We had been building our capability and maturity as a regulator 
and have been able to consolidate our efforts at this important time. The 
pandemic has required us to be agile in how we operate, and our team 
has responded well at a time of high pressure. The pandemic has though 
had some direct consequences for how we have been able to operate that 
have impacted our spending. In 2020/21 we underspent by £458,000 – with 
underspends in salaries, travel and research consultancy. 

In recognition of the importance of the need for a strong independent 
regulator, OSR has been in a period of steady growth almost doubling in 
size since 2016/17. We have lived with a higher number of vacancies this 
year than we would want. We are now working to improve our succession 
planning and speed up recruitment. We are actively recruiting now with 
a view to reaching our optimum size of 47 staff during 2021/22 and 
maintaining levels more effectively. 

We have worked well to adapt to engaging our stakeholders and to 
collaborate remotely over the last year, and we foresee that we will 
continue to have reduced pressure on travel costs for at least the next 
six months. That said, this year we have learned the value of face-to-face 
engagement to innovation, creativity, advocating for the Code, and for the 

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/the-state-of-the-uks-statistical-system/
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wellbeing and morale of our team who are spread across the UK. We will 
expect to gradually increase our spending again in 2021/22 though not to 
previous levels. Our budgeting forecasts will reflect this. 

We have committed to a smaller research consultancy budget in 2021/22 
but this year has identified new issues where it will be important to break 
new ground – particularly around data – and our work around the public 
good of statistics is picking up pace, and so we are confident of delivering 
value for money from any work we commission, working with strategic 
partners and broadening our reach. 

Managing risk
Our corporate risks are focused in four areas to help us as a regulator to 
best serve the public good:

Maintaining our relevance
Risk: We do not have credibility as a regulator.

Status: Green: Robust mitigations in place. The work we have done to 
evolve our planning process provides us with a clear vision while allowing 
us to adapt quickly. Our new research, data and automation, and insight 
functions are making increasingly important contributions to our capacity 
to understand the context within which we operate and maintain our 
relevance as a regulator.

Maintaining our voice
Risk: We do not say the right thing at the right time.

Status: Green/Amber: Robust mitigations in place but we recognise we 
have further to go in setting out our regulatory position clearly on key 
issues. We published a small series of regulatory position statements in 
2020/21 but our communications team is putting together a task and 
finish group in spring 2021 to consider how to make it easier for users to 
understand our position on key issues. 
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Building our capability
Risk: We do not have the skills, tools and resources to regulate and uphold 
the Code.

Status: Amber: Mitigations less robust. Our team adapted quickly and 
effectively to the remote working environment enforced by the pandemic 
and our productivity and impact have been at their greatest in our short 
history. However, despite this extraordinary commitment, the pandemic 
has of course placed unprecedented strains on a small team with a large 
responsibility. We are very conscious of the pressures on the team and we 
will continue to pay strong attention to managing their wellbeing, investing 
in their skills and development, and ensuring they are well supported 
with sufficient resource by increasing the momentum and inclusivity of 
recruitment and effectively prioritising workloads. 

Maintaining our independence
Risk: We are perceived by stakeholders not to be able to operate 
independently as a regulator.

Status: Green/Amber: Robust mitigations in place. We consider 
that publishing accessible regulatory position statements, as well as 
strengthening our voice as a regulator, will also serve to further reinforce 
our independence.

These risks are owned by members of our Senior Leadership Team and 
reviewed each month through our Programme Review Board. We also 
report to Regulation Committee twice a year for independent challenge. 
Throughout this report we have demonstrated how we have sought to 
manage any threats and exploit our opportunities in these respects. 

We expect all projects within our regulatory work programme to manage 
their risks in a proportionate way and we provide the team with our risk 
management policy, training, and tools to ensure this happens. Our 
approach is to empower project managers but to provide a route for 
support, challenge and escalation of risk to Programme Review Board 
through assigned Project Sponsors. 

There has been one main engagement with Internal Audit this year: an 
internal audit of our approach to Compliance Checks and Rapid Reviews. 
Internal Audit awarded a substantial opinion, finding that while minor 
issues were identified with the quality assurance structure in place, the 
compliance checks guidance, and potential inefficiencies in the compliance 
checks process, these do not pose significant risk.
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Looking ahead
We have published our business plan and associated work programme  
to share our focus for 2021/22. We have planned in a way that allows us  
to retain flexibility so we can respond to the changing environment in-year, 
building on the lessons we have learned and the ways we have adapted  
in 2020/21.

We see 2021/22 as a year of consolidation. This reflects the strong 
performance of the statistical system since the start of the pandemic, 
and the role OSR has played. To call it a year of consolidation is far from 
proposing a quiet year of limited ambition. On the contrary, to consolidate 
the performance seen during the pandemic will involve significant effort – 
to make the extraordinary become the norm.

While the pandemic is likely to remain a central issue in public and policy 
debate, other issues like regional imbalances and net zero may well gain 
greater prominence. We want to see the statistical system consolidate 
the huge gains it has made in terms of data collection and publication; 
consolidate the progress OSR has made on our role in data, for example, 
through the exams review; and through our research, we want to 
consolidate on the higher public interest in statistics and data in general.

So our focuses for the year ahead include:

•	 	the impact of the pandemic on data and statistics, including use of new 
sources, and the impacts of the pandemic on data collection

•	 	granularity of statistics, including on how to form a better picture of 
regional performance

•	 	research into the public good provided by statistics
•	 	data gaps – ensuring producers identify and address significant areas  

not covered by current statistics
•	 	our role in data

Even more broadly than this, we have observed the increasing relevance of 
our Trustworthiness, Quality and Value approach. It’s clear how important it 
is to have data and statistics that the public can have confidence in. It’s clear 
that trustworthiness is not an optional extra, but a fundamental part of 
communicating data. It’s clear that honesty about quality is essential. And 
it’s clear that value lies in serving a wide range of users.

So our year of consolidation can be summarised thus: We will continue  
to stand up for trustworthiness, quality and value.

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/our-regulatory-work/business-plan/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/our-regulatory-work/
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Annex: Examples of our work
Our 2020/21 business plan set out seven areas of focus for the year, within 
the context of our vision and 5-year strategy. Here we illustrate some of 
the ways that OSR has provided value within each of these areas of focus, 
sharing some examples of our work. The full range of our work is published 
through our website.

Challenge official statistics producers to 
answer society’s questions, focusing on 
appropriate timeliness, granularity and data 
linkage
We recognised in our 2020/21 business plan that the most salient questions 
facing society concerned the pandemic. Data and analysis have been crucial 
in informing government decisions and supporting public understanding. We 
committed to continue to support the statistical system’s dynamic response 
and to challenge it to continue to adapt to answer society’s most pressing 
questions. We used a range of existing and new tools to support this.

In March 2020 we introduced a new tool to enable us to give an 
endorsement of new outputs produced at pace. During 2020/21 we 
completed 14 rapid reviews. We found producers engaged well with this 
approach and often made improvements to the statistics during the review 
process, for example, including clearer explanations of weaknesses. We 
expect rapid reviews to be a valuable tool for us beyond the pandemic. 
We have also continued to develop our assessment, compliance check and 
systemic review programmes to support our ambitions, making our tools 
increasingly flexible to deliver the impact we want to see, for example from 
looking at data on sex and gender, to the HMRC quality review.

Rapid review of Coronavirus (COVID-19) Infection Survey
In May 2020 we carried out a rapid review of the first statistics from 
the ONS COVID-19 Infection Survey. We endorsed the approach taken 
by ONS and partners to deliver timely statistics about a rapidly evolving 
national emergency. We also made a series of recommendations. Following 
the survey’s expansion to cover the whole UK and over 150,000 people 
a fortnight we undertook a more in-depth review. In March 2021 we 
identified areas to support further development and concluded that ONS 
should be proud of the contribution the survey has made to understanding 
of the pandemic. 

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/covid-19-changes-to-statistics/#pid-osr-endorsements-of-new-statistical-outputs-during-covid-19-outbreak
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/review-of-coronavirus-covid-19-infection-survey/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/review-of-coronavirus-covid-19-infection-survey/
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Assessment of business demography statistics
Our assessment of ONS’s UK business demography statistics called for 
renewed investment in ONS’s business register – the Inter-Departmental 
Business Register (IDBR). In response to our assessment, Sir Ian Diamond, 
National Statistician said:

“ONS has an amazing, yet largely untapped, resource in the Inter-
Departmental Business Register (IDBR) that with development could help 
business demography statistics achieve the status of leading economic 
indicators, as they have in the USA and France” 

HMRC quality review
HMRC invited us to carry out a review of the principles and processes 
underpinning the quality of HMRC’s official statistics. We found much 
to admire in the way that HMRC managed the quality of its statistics but 
identified several areas where it could strengthen its approach. 

In August 2020, we published a follow up blog which stressed this wider 
learning and also shared HMRC’s experiences of the review. HMRC told us 
that the review had highlighted data quality issues and the importance of 
having robust data to produce high quality statistics and analysis.

Reproducible analytical pipelines: Overcoming barriers to 
adoption
In Autumn 2020 we launched a review to explore the current use of RAP 
principles across the GSS. We found that justifications for implementing 
RAP have often focused on the cost benefits that result from more efficient 
processes. We were able to identify additional benefits including opening 
up work to collaboration and challenge, supporting statistics producers to 
be appropriately skilled and making best use of these skills, and reducing 
risk through robust quality management. We found huge potential to apply 
RAP principles both in and beyond official statistics.

Challenge official statistics producers to 
offer insight, clarity of communication and 
coherence
We believe that official statistics must offer insight. To do this they should 
have a clear narrative helping users of the statistics to understand the key 
issues and what the statistics mean. Statistics also need to be coherent, 
often drawing on a range of sources to provide a single narrative and 
supporting users to understand how statistics fit with other published 

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/assessment-report-uk-business-demography-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/strengthening-the-quality-of-hmrcs-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/strengthening-the-quality-of-hmrcs-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/thinking-about-quality-when-producing-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/reproducible-analytical-pipelines-overcoming-barriers-to-adoption/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/reproducible-analytical-pipelines-overcoming-barriers-to-adoption/
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outputs. We said that in 2020/21 we would place emphasis on official 
statistics and other government analytical outputs offering, insight, clarity 
and coherence:

Defra user engagement 
In June 2020 we published the findings of our review of user engagement 
in the Defra Group. We identified many examples of good practice and we 
welcomed that the Defra Group is taking a joined-up, strategic approach 
to user engagement to gain insight into users and uses. We also identified 
several ways in which user engagement could be improved or enhanced. 
In November 2020 the Head of Profession wrote to our Director General 
welcoming the insights and the work with his team and setting out a 
programme of priorities for responding to the review. And we have used 
this case study as a basis for guidance for producers in support of the 
Code.

Rough sleeping
Our Compliance Check in July 2020 called for a series of improvements to 
rough sleeping statistics in England. We followed this up in October 2020 
with a blog that looked more broadly at understanding rough sleeping 
across the UK. We highlighted recent innovations by statistics producers 
but stressed that the true public value of homelessness and rough 
sleeping statistics lies in bringing together the separate official measures 
of homelessness and rough sleeping, with other robust and insightful 
evidence, to develop a richer, better integrated and coherent statistical 
picture of homelessness and rough sleeping in the UK. 

Poverty review
We launched our review of income-based poverty statistics in November 
2020. Our review looks across the spectrum of income-based poverty 
statistics and explores whether the statistical system is providing coherent 
and comprehensive information required to support decision making on 
poverty. We previously published a blog setting out our thoughts on the 
trouble with measuring poverty. The review reported in early 2021/22.

Increase voluntary application of the Code 
beyond official statistics, particularly for 
government analytical outputs
Since our creation we have established a clear philosophy based around 
the importance of trustworthiness, quality and value. The fact that 

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/user-engagement-in-the-defra-group/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/user-engagement-in-the-defra-group/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ken-roy-to-ed-humpherson-user-engagement-in-the-defra-group/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-on-user-engagement/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/mark-pont-to-sandra-tudor-compliance-check-of-rough-sleeping-snapshot-in-england/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/understanding-rough-sleeping-during-a-pandemic/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/review-of-income-based-poverty-statistics/


20 | Annual Report 2020/21

organisations have adopted these principles even though they do not have 
to is one of the strongest testaments to their power. Voluntary adoption 
can raise standards of analysis and dissemination among organisations that 
use it and demonstrate transparency to users of these statistics and data 
used as evidence. We said our focus for 2020/21 would be on government 
analytical outputs, particularly management information, and equality 
of access – these have been some of the most used datasets during the 
pandemic – for example, in daily briefings.

26 statements of voluntary compliance with the code have been 
published in total so far by a range of organisations, from producers of 
official statistics to those outside the public sector. We have strong interest 
from other organisations to adopt the code voluntarily. We have published 
a range of guidance and case studies in support of the code and voluntary 
application. Our online code course is now available for the Government 
Statistical System on the Learning Hub.

Award for statistical excellence in trustworthiness, quality  
and value
In 2020, we launched the award for statistical excellence in 
trustworthiness, quality and value. The award rewards excellence in the 
voluntary application of the Trustworthiness, Quality and Value pillars of the 
Code and is for any producer of data, statistics and analysis which are not 
official statistics, whether inside government or beyond. The award is given 
by OSR, in partnership with the Royal Statistical Society (RSS). Civil Service 
World is the media partner for the award. 

Statement on why trust and transparency are vital  
in a pandemic 
Our statement on why trust and transparency are vital in a pandemic in 
November 2020 reinforced why it important that when governments quote 
data in statements and briefings these data should be accessible to all and 
available in a timely manner. We supported this with examples of where 
we have intervened. For example, on 31 October 2020 the Chief Medical 
Officer for England and the Government Chief Scientific Advisor presented 
data in a series of slides prior to the Prime Minister’s announcement of new 
restrictions coming into force in England on 5 November. It is now standard 
practice to publish the sources for data quoted in No 10 coronavirus 
conferences and in future we hope to see the information consistently 
published at the same time as the slides.

https://code.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/list-of-voluntary-adopters/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/first-award-winners-announced-for-the-voluntary-application-of-the-code-award-2020/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/first-award-winners-announced-for-the-voluntary-application-of-the-code-award-2020/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/why-trust-and-transparency-are-vital-in-a-pandemic/
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Focus on addressing data gaps and stepping in 
when statistics are being misrepresented
Statistics lie at the heart of many political and public discussions. Daily we 
see the top news stories discussing the latest statistics on COVID-19 or the 
economy. Public confidence in statistics can be undermined if statistics are 
not used appropriately. We want to see statistics that inform public debate, 
allowing debate to be focused on the relevant issues and not on the quality 
or accuracy of the statistics. 

Our casework 
As per our usual practice we will publish a comprehensive Annual Review  
of Authority Casework 2020/21 in the autumn.

Our casework has delivered a significant impact during the pandemic. We 
have opened 323 cases in 2020/21, a threefold increase on previous years. 
The period from April to June 2020 was the busiest on record for casework. 
There were 110 items of casework opened during this period, including 
queries received and self-generated issues. 

The median time taken to close cases during this period was 10 days (mean 
14 days). This compares with the 2019/20 median time to close a case of 
just under 13 days (mean 20 days). 

During 2020, we published an updated Interventions Policy to help the 
public understand how to engage with us and what they can expect. 
Supporting FAQs clarify the context for interventions that we have made 
and will make going forward.

To increase our impact, we also made statements responding to 
similar issues arising in a range of casework, such as our statements 
on Production and use of management information by government 
and other official bodies in May 2020, Presenting estimates of R by 
government and allied bodies across the United Kingdom in June 2020, 
and Why trust and transparency are vital in a pandemic in November 2020

Test and Trace statistics for England
Our most high-profile intervention was correspondence between Sir 
David Norgrove, Chair of the UK Statistics Authority and Matt Hancock MP, 
Secretary of State for Health and Social Care. Some of the improvements 
resulting from our intervention are highlighted in the letter concluding our 
Rapid Review of the Test and Trace statistics for England which followed 
in July 2020.

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/policies/our-interventions-policy/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/casework/frequently-asked-questions/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/covid-19-production-and-use-of-management-information-by-government-and-other-official-bodies/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/covid-19-production-and-use-of-management-information-by-government-and-other-official-bodies/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/presenting-estimates-of-r-by-government-and-allied-bodies-across-the-united-kingdom/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/presenting-estimates-of-r-by-government-and-allied-bodies-across-the-united-kingdom/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/sir-david-norgrove-letter-to-matt-hancock-regarding-covid-19-testing/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/correspondence/ed-humpherson-to-stephen-balchin-nhs-test-and-trace-statistics-england/
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Insight: Data gaps
In June 2020, we published a blog: Closing data gaps: understanding 
the impact of COVID-19 on income. We focused on what producers are 
doing to help provide the necessary insight into the impact of COVID-19 
on people’s employment and working patterns. In October 2020, we 
published a blog from our Director General drawing further on our 
Insight programme, to start the process of demystifying data gaps more 
widely, building on our growing understanding of how different statistical 
producers have addressed them. 

Adult social care systemic review
In 2020 we published a series of reports outlining gaps in evidence in 
social care across the countries of Great Britain. The pandemic has brought 
these gaps into sharper focus. Our report about social care statistics in 
England highlighted the work required to bring social care statistics to 
the levels of granularity and comprehensiveness of hospital care statistics. 
Additionally, the lack of joined-up data between health and social care has 
been a major data gap with serious consequences for many people during 
the pandemic. There is still a lot of work to do, requiring appropriate levels 
of investment.

Mental health systemic review
Our report on adult mental health statistics in England identified major 
data gaps and encouraged that the NHS White Paper in England afforded 
an opportunity to provide for mental health care data needs to the same 
standard as for primary health care. 

Post-16 education and skills systemic review
Our report on the public value of post-16 education and skills in England 
noted “that better information about applicants to university would help 
shed light on social mobility. We also found that there are information 
gaps surrounding the further education workforce and workforce skills, 
which make planning to meet future demand difficult.” Across the UK, we 
found that “Significant gaps exist in statistics and data on individual student 
circumstances, in particular, about whether students are care leavers or 
have care experience. This information is self-reported and the data quality 
can be poor.” We continue to work with statistics producers to improve the 
information available. 

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/closing-data-gaps-understanding-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-income/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/closing-data-gaps-understanding-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-income/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/data-gaps-no-need-to-be-daunted/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/adult-social-care-statistics-summary-report-for-great-britain/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/adult-social-care-statistics-summary-report-for-great-britain/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/report-on-adult-social-care-statistics-in-england/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/report-on-adult-social-care-statistics-in-england/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/mental-health-statistics-in-england/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/exploring-the-public-value-of-statistics-about-post-16-education-and-skills-uk-report/
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Statistical leadership
We published our review on Statistical leadership in February 2020. The 
review highlights the importance of Governments across the UK showing 
leadership in the use of numbers and data. Through our engagement, we 
have found broad support for our position that statistical leadership is not 
just about having good leadership of the statistics profession. The most 
junior analysts producing statistics to the most senior Ministers quoting 
statistics in parliament and media must show leadership. 

Our review can really be seen as a solid first milestone in our journey 
to advocate for statistical leadership. We will continue to build through 
engagement and advocacy with the analytical function and others in 2021, 
culminating in our OSR Conference. 

Increase the profile of OSR to support impact of 
our interventions
We protect the role of statistics in public debate and provide an 
independent trusted voice for users of statistics and the individual citizen. 
It is important that we have a clear voice which is independent of statistical 
producers and government. We also seek to raise awareness that people 
can approach us with concerns about quality and misuse of statistics. 
During 2020/21 we sought to have a stronger voice demonstrably separate 
from that of the producers. 

Regulatory statements
We want interested individuals to be able to see our position more readily 
on key issues, and to be able to access these statements at a time which 
will have greatest value to users and producers of statistics. We have made 
some good progress in 2020/21. We have published a number of position 
statements – for example: the impact of COVID-19 on the Labour Force 
Survey; consumer and retail price indices; and welcoming changes to pre-
release access in Scotland. 

Collecting and reporting data about sex in official statistics
In February 2021 we published draft guidance about what producers 
should consider when collecting and reporting data about sex, to meet 
the expected standards of trustworthiness, quality and value. We have 
sought feedback on the guidance before we finalise it.

While we have communicated these statements well at the time of their 
publication, and have been engaged on them by users, we need to make 
these statements more easily and coherently accessible through our 
website in the coming year. We have established a Task and Finish Group, 
led by our communications team, to achieve this aim.

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/statistical-leadership-making-analytical-insight-count/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/osr-statement-on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-the-labour-force-survey/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/osr-statement-on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-the-labour-force-survey/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/osr-welcomes-changes-to-pre-release-access-in-scotland/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/news/osr-welcomes-changes-to-pre-release-access-in-scotland/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/draft-guidance-collecting-and-reporting-data-about-sex-in-official-statistics/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/draft-guidance-collecting-and-reporting-data-about-sex-in-official-statistics/
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Contributions to Parliamentary inquiries and Select 
Committees
We have made a series of important contributions to informing UK and 
devolved parliamentary committees and reviews. Both in respect of the 
pandemic and our wider work programme.

PACAC review of data transparency and accountability: 
COVID-19
Our Director General for Regulation was invited to give oral evidence 
to the committee on 22 September 2020 and we provided written 
evidence in February 2021. The inquiry was focused on decision 
making and transparency in response to COVID-19. One of the resulting 
recommendations of the review was ‘The Ministerial Code needs to be 
strengthened so it is clear that Ministers are required to abide by the  
UK Statistics Authority (UKSA) Code of Practice in their presentation of 
data. The UKSA Code includes the principle of trustworthiness that builds 
“confidence in the people and organisations that produce statistics and data”.

Lords Public Services Committee’s inquiry into ‘Levelling up’ 
and public services
On 17 March 2021, we provided written evidence in answer to questions 
around gaps in regional/local data) which may impact upon the 
Government’s ability to target investment, and ensuring transparency 
and access to the data sets that the Government is using to ensure 
Parliamentary scrutiny. We were able to identify a range of gaps based on 
regulatory activity, together with examples of where producers have been 
filling gaps

Our website
We launched the OSR website in Summer 2020. As well as our formal 
outputs we have published a series of blogs on a wide range of subjects by 
guests and our own team. In September 2021, we delivered enhancements 
to comply with the new UK Government Accessibility Regulations. We have 
also enhanced our use of social media.

Clarify our role in regulation of data and AI
Our core focus is on official statistics – statistics produced by government 
which must comply with the Code of Practice for Statistics. But the greater 
abundance of data and new approaches to analysis mean that increasingly 
government bodies and other organisations publish a wider range of data 
outputs that seek to serve the public good – thereby often playing the role 
of statistics. 

https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/submission/uk-statistics-authority-and-office-for-statistics-regulation-written-evidence-for-the-public-administration-and-constitutional-affairs-committee-inquiry-on-data-transparency-and-accountability-covid/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/submission/uk-statistics-authority-and-office-for-statistics-regulation-written-evidence-for-the-public-administration-and-constitutional-affairs-committee-inquiry-on-data-transparency-and-accountability-covid/
https://uksa.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/submission/office-for-statistics-regulation-written-evidence-to-the-lords-public-services-committees-inquiry-into-levelling-up-and-public-services/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/
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Statement on our regulatory role in the data and Artificial 
Intelligence landscape 
We published a statement in July 2020 which describes work we are looking 
to carry out into what we need to do as an organisation to regulate the 
growing use of Artificial Intelligence technologies within official statistics.

Exams review
Following closure of schools as part of the response to the coronavirus 
outbreak the four UK qualification regulators were directed by their 
respective governments to oversee the development of an approach to 
awarding grades in the absence of exams. While the approaches adopted 
differed, all approaches involved statistical algorithms. When grades were 
released in August 2020, there was widespread public dissatisfaction 
centred on how the grades had been calculated and the impact on  
students’ lives. 

Our review of the outcomes and underlying methods through the lens of 
the Code, published in March 2021, may well be the most comprehensive 
review of the 2020 exam story. It’s comprehensive in two senses. It covers 
all four parts of the UK, unlike other reviews. And it goes beyond technical 
issues about algorithms to identify lessons for those producing statistical 
models, those commissioning statistical models, and those at the centre of 
government. We are using the outcomes of this review to develop guidance 
in support of the Code of Practice.

Build our evidence base on understanding of 
the public good
Serving the public good is at the heart of the UK’s statistical system. We 
can’t deliver on our vision of statistics that serve the public good without a 
well evidenced understanding of what this means. In 2020/21 we said we 
would:

Review the National Statistics designation
‘National Statistics’ are regarded as the most important official statistics 
that have been demonstrated to meet the very highest standards of 
trustworthiness, quality and value, set out in the Code of Practice for 
Statistics. Only they carry the unique logo of the National Statistics tick 
mark, having been designated by OSR, as the regulatory arm of the UK 
Statistics Authority. Our review aims to clarify what the NS designation 
means and consider the case for making appropriate reforms. We have 
made strong progress this year, publishing a consultation document 
in January 2021 and speaking with official statistics producers and the 

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/regulating-artificial-intelligence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/ensuring-statistical-models-command-public-confidence/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/national-statistics/review-of-the-national-statistics-designation/
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wider analytical community across the UK through webinars, workshops, 
and meetings, to hear their ideas and views about the designation. We 
published our findings from the consultation in June 2021 that outlines  
our next steps.

Misleadingness
We are often asked if we consider a particular use of statistics to be 
misleading. We always look carefully at these cases and seek to reach a 
judgement, but in investigating them, we find it is often not clear what is 
meant by something being “misleading”. Over the last year we have been 
thinking about the idea of misleadingness – what it is, and how we should 
approach it in the context of our work. We published a think-piece in May 
2020, which we developed with input from Jenny Saul, a philosopher who 
has written extensively about misleadingness.

We published a further paper in May 2021 providing an update on our 
thinking based on conversations we’ve had and feedback we’ve received 
since we published the think-piece. Overall, people welcomed the think-
piece; it was valued as much as a trigger for discussion as for its content. 

Understanding the public good of statistics
To succeed in our aim to develop a better understanding of statistics 
serving the public good, it is critical to first understand what is already 
known, and what is not known, about this subject. In December 2020 our 
research programme published ‘The Public Good of Statistics: What we 
know so far’ which builds on a comprehensive literature review and a 
programme of early engagement to outline four approaches to measuring 
and understanding the public good of statistics: legislative; empirical 
research; economic value; and social value. Work commenced in 2020/21 
towards a report published in May 2021 about how researchers see their 
research as serving the public good or providing public benefits. 

Strengthening our alliances 
We have established a Research Advisory Group to ensure 
our research programme is informed by a breadth of perspectives 
spanning different interests in statistics and their uses. Members 
include: ADRUK; University of Bath; Open Data Institute; DEFRA; ProBono 
Economics; Statistics User Forum; Full Fact; Ada Lovelace Institute Sense 
About Science; and the Geospatial Commission.

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/misleadingness-a-short-thinkpiece/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/?s=misleadingness
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/the-public-good-of-statistics-what-we-know-so-far/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/the-public-good-of-statistics-what-we-know-so-far/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/defining-the-public-good-in-applications-to-access-public-data/


Office for Statistics Regulation | 27

Annex: The OSR maturity model
In July 2020 we published our strategic business plan for 2020 to 2025: 
Statistics for the public good – Regulating for trustworthiness, quality 
and value. We developed a performance framework for self-assessment 
against the ambitions in our strategic plan, and our overall capability as a 
regulator, around a maturity model.

Progressing our 5-year ambitions and the 
authority priorities
In April 2021, we updated the Regulation Committee on how our 2020/21 
activities have helped us progress towards the ambitions set out in our 
5-year strategic plan. We have framed four maturity-level indicators against 
the Authority’s strategic priorities and set a baseline for each ambition in 
2020, together with an interim target to work towards in the first year – that 
is, by March 2021.

Maturity levels:

0 – Basic

1 – Structured and Proactive

2 – Sustainable – Managed and focused

3 – Optimal – Focused on deliberate continuous improvement

Build public trust in evidence
Status: Met – To progress from structured and proactive model towards 
sustainable

We have a published a rolling regulatory work programme update every 
four to six weeks. Adopting this approach has allowed us to provide a high 
level of assurance on the performance of producers in the pandemic. As 
well as responding to the specific demands of the pandemic, we have been 
able to maintain a solid breadth of planned regulatory activity and work in a 
responsive way with a continual focus on the needs of the public as users of 
statistics.

Areas for improvement:

•	 	we will be working to standardise our management of domain 
programmes and cross-cutting projects across our Senior Leadership 
Team sponsors to ensure a balanced prioritised programme 
appropriately resourced across the piece

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/office-for-statistics-regulation-strategic-business-plan/
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•	 	there is scope to provide greater visibility to users of statistics of our 
position on important topic areas by making our position statements 
easier for the public to find on our website

•	 	we will be seeking to extend our use of videos and introduce Podcasts as 
a new channel for communicating insights

•	 	there remains scope for us to develop our automation of some of 
our internal evaluation and increase our self-identified casework 
interventions 

•	 	there is scope for us to build on the profile and the respect we have 
gained as an independent voice this year to make more regular 
contributions to Parliamentary inquiries and raise issues with relevant 
select committees 

•	 	we need to define and address our strategic aims in respect of statistical 
literacy and what work we will be undertaking in this space. We plan to 
embed our efforts within our programmes and engagement channels 
rather than develop a distinct workstream

Make greater data available in a secure way for 
research and evaluation
Status: – Partially met: To progress from basic to structured and proactive

We are at the early stages of much of the work in this space. We have made 
a lot of progress over the last couple of years, with the joining up data 
work supporting our work on data linkage and research data. We have also 
made progress on considering how we regulate AI and the exam grade 
adjustment review has helped move forward our thinking about the Code 
of Practice and how it applies in other contexts. There appears to be good 
support for us developing regulatory guidance that interprets the TQV 
pillars of the Code in respect of data sharing and AI, including assuring on 
compliance with ethical standards.   

Areas for improvement:

•	 	we need to build on our progress on considering how we regulate AI 
and the Exams Review and embed our thinking on our remit. We need to 
build the expertise more widely in the team and we are pursuing a series 
of workshops with the Data Science Campus in 2021 

•	 	we aim to publish guidance on models, automation, and AI within the 
context of the Code of Practice in Spring 2021. And we will be publishing 
and update on the impact of data linkage on the statistical system, 
engaging with statistics producers on our findings 
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•	 	an independent review of all our supporting functions has now reported, 
and we are recruiting a Grade 6 strategic lead. These should both help us 
focus appropriate resourcing for our Data and Automation programme

Enhance understanding of social and economic 
matters
Status: Partially met: To progress from basic to structured and proactive

We have made good progress but we retain the basic status for now. We 
have an effective regulatory programme that identifies ways that statistical 
outputs can enhance understanding of social and economic matters. Our 
understanding of the public good of statistics is a growing area of focus 
through our research programme, which has made a good start, and 
informed the Value chapters of our assessments. 

A virtual awayday for the whole team focused on the Authority principle 
of Inclusion – this was an important foundation in raising awareness with 
the team of identity issues and considering them in our engagement and 
regulatory work. 

Our National Statistics Review is exploring the use of the National Statistics 
designation to convey for users when statistics are relevant and serve to 
enhance our understanding of the economy and society. 

Areas for improvement:

•	 	we need to be more systematic in how we use our programme to drive 
a better understanding of how to address granularity; build on our work 
on statistics and identity; and progress our local data work; and build 
links to decision makers who argue for and benefit from more  
granular data

•	 	our research programme in its infancy and we will continue to do 
more work on how public good is understood – and share insights with 
statistical system

•	 	we are in the early days of our thinking about ethnicity with a review 
ongoing. We’ve held workshops with external speakers to build 
awareness within the team and inform the review but we need to deliver 
and embed the outcomes from our review in how we work

•	 	we are broadly speaking focused on the issues of the less well heard 
voices. We are good at listening to any user who approaches us. But we 
are less good at searching out user perspectives, and there is a gap in 
our current approach around how we identify issues of public concern. 
There is scope to do more to reach out beyond known users, and these 
will be areas of focus in 2021/22
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Improve clarity and coherence of 
communication for maximum impact
Status: Met: To progress from basic to structured and proactive

Key findings from an ongoing diet of Assessments and Compliance Checks 
are being recycled into better guidance for regulators and for producers 
of statistics, and more-effective projects going forward. We continue to 
reinforce coherence and communications as key topics in our compliance 
work and it has been positive to see this normalised in 2020/21. Use of 
regulatory statements has also helped land our messages – though there is 
more to do to establish our strategy. We can cite more examples where we 
are demonstrating our maturity as a regulator by championing endeavours 
that provide clarity and insight for users of statistics – for example, 
endorsing ONS working with the Joint Biosecurity Centre and others to 
present a coherent narrative. We’ve also started to embed reviewing 
presentation of uncertainty, which is a key element of clarity of 
communication. This will form the basis for an Insight piece in 2021.22.   

Areas for improvement:

•	 	to move to a sustainable basis we will need to continue to embed and 
consistently apply the ways of working we’ve adopted during 2021/22

•	 	through our Insight programme and with the support of our domains, 
we will focus on building an evidence base to understand our impact

Our capability
We identified five dimensions of our capability to develop:

•	 	operate as independent regulator with transparent governance  
•	 	an energised team of leaders, skilled, resourced, and supported to 

deliver our ambitions  
•	 	embed strategic planning and management excellence within our culture  
•	 	improve our processes to drive efficiency and optimise value of our 

regulator’s time  
•	 	gather and interrogate corporate intelligence efficiently and effectively  

to inform learning and improvement  

We have made progress in 2020/21 in all areas of our capability, with 
varying pace. Our performance framework has allowed us to identify areas 
for further improvement in 2021/22.
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Operate as independent regulator with 
transparent governance  
Over the last year our profile and the understanding of our independent 
role has increased and repeated evidence of our Director General for 
Regulation and colleagues being asked to offer independent expert voice 
e.g. to Parliament. Best demonstrated during pandemic, we’ve launched 
OSR website and our Twitter following almost doubled. More public and 
parliamentary awareness of OSR: We have email, media and social media 
examples thanking us/recognising independent voice. We have responded 
fully to PACAC and IA reports on our independence.

Our Director General for Regulation is now Additional Accounting Officer 
for OSR and we made separately identified bid for first time as part of 
Authority SR20 submission. We first signed Memorandum of Understanding 
(MoU) with ONS Corporate Services in April 2020. We have conducted an 
annual review of the MoU in Spring 2021. The most significant changes are 
in respect to Cybersecurity, where we have invited HMRC’s Government 
Security Centre for Cyber to review our arrangements and will receive their 
final report in June 2021. Provisionally they have advised us there were 
no major gaps against the Minimum Cyber Security Standard (MCSS) and 
they will make a series of recommendations focused on arrangements for 
managing OSR’s dependency on ONS cyber infrastructure and expertise. 
We will follow these up in the coming months.

We have reviewed our approach to advertising posts for our latest 
rounds of recruitment, with a view to recruiting from a broad range of 
backgrounds. We want to be more inclusive and we also recognise that 
a diverse workforce helps us uphold our independence. We have made a 
video and improved our candidate packs to promote the benefits of joining 
us. We also have a new induction session for staff on ethical regulation.

Areas for improvement:

•	 	we will continue to seek opportunities to strengthen our voice in 
devolved parliaments. We are also establishing with our Private Office a 
log of any challenges to our independence and how we have investigated 
and responded to them

•	 to move up a level in our maturity model to an optimal state we need to 
see the impact of a more conscious approach to recruiting from a wide 
range of inclusive backgrounds and we need to see evidence of respect 
for our voice outliving the pandemic and continue to broaden to other 
matters of public good
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An energised team of leaders, skilled, 
resourced, and supported  to deliver our 
ambitions  
We have processes in place to recognise learning and resource gaps; and 
training identified is being delivered. There are processes to respond to 
learning needs identified by the team, or business planning process. For 
example, the annual OSR learning needs survey was circulated in summer 
2020 and used to inform a learning needs plan, from which a schedule 
is compiled and training delivered. External expertise and services are 
secured once training needs are identified and all staff are be reminded 
about how to obtain funding for individual training. In 2020/21 we spent 
only just over half of our budget for learning and conferences. This was 
in part due to the pandemic. While the team were able to identify virtual 
conferences and learning events to attend, we recognise that the time for 
formal learning in 2020 was pressured, something we want to overcome  
in 2021/22.

However, our team also play a massively important part in supporting each 
other’s learning. We have fortnightly learning sessions, monthly induction 
sessions, and since the start of the pandemic we introduced 6-weekly virtual 
awaydays. These slots are always in high demand by colleagues offering 
learning opportunities and are well attended. Examples of learning we 
offered in 2021 for each other include:

Strategic: Baselining our maturity model, strategic and annual business 
planning, our remit as a regulator, Authority principles: Inclusion, what  
have we learned from how we responded to the pandemic.

Wellbeing: Line managers forum, buddy groups, information on how to 
access learning events offered across the Authority. To support our team 
through the pandemic we also provided a series of virtual opportunities to 
socialise – for example, virtual tea points, fortnightly Let’s Do Lunch, Friday 
evening hangouts, and a social discussion platform.

Regulatory: Code conversations, case learning sessions, data science 
awareness, joint workshops with other regulators, ethical regulation, 
collecting and reporting data, user engagement, preparing evidence for 
Parliamentary committees.

Other skills: Digital communications, writing the web, using social media, 
making our work accessible, project and risk management, Microsoft 365 
brown bag lunches. 
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The OSR structure and operations have adapted to cope with short term 
needs and our Senior Leadership Team is taking steps to assure itself of the 
future sustainability and succession planning for solo specialised functions 
e.g. Policy and Standards or Research.

There are established processes for analysing, engaging the wider team 
and effectively actioning the People Survey results. Monthly OSR Pulse 
Surveys are being run in the remote environment, and findings are 
analysed and actioned.

Ongoing process of understanding capacity and capability; and recruitment 
within the budget envelope is underway. We need to keep focusing on 
mixed recruitment, but OSR is a small team that needs specialist skills, so 
resource pool to draw from is fairly limited.

Review of our own response to the pandemic to learn lessons
To ensure that we build on the dynamism and innovation we have displayed 
during the early months of the pandemic, we carried out a review of our 
response to learn lessons. In August 2020 we held a team event where we 
used appreciative inquiry techniques focused around 6 themes: adapting 
and innovating; working with energy and dynamism; working with others; 
working together; focus, knowledge-building and productivity; and 
statistical leadership. We identified a range of behaviours and practices 
that we want to hold on to – for example, a supportive relationship 
with producers, ability to adapt quickly and flex our work programme, 
harnessing the benefits of technology. At the forefront was to maintain 
the confidence we have shown as a regulator during the pandemic and 
continue to be bold. We identified where we could make changes to 
further build on our growth as a regulator – for example – working on 
how to deliver earlier impacts from some of our longer-running projects, 
and drawing more effectively on the range of expertise available to us – 
within the organisation and through developing our networks. We will 
carry out a brief review this summer – one year on – to confirm how we are 
progressing in these areas. 

Areas for improvement:

•	 	OSR is able to utilise the whole team to deliver to best effect within our 
current resource profile, but we will communicate more in the 
remote environment, to ensure that all team members are aware of 
opportunities and encouraged to take on a wider range of work in OSR

•	 	the senior leadership team work together to prioritise work but will 
emphasise Authority and OSR strategic ambitions in order to align 
projects to prioritise even more effectively
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•	 the pulse survey identified that links with some specialist functions are 
working well and some links could be strengthened. Ensuring the links 
between domains and specialist functions are strengthened will be an 
explicit part of the role of the new strategic Grade 6 job we will recruit to 
in 2021/22

•	 	risk is that we are reliant on the goodwill of W&D team members to 
compile, issue, analyse and deliver annual training plans and action plans 
on top of regulatory work. Our SLT lead will focus on how to optimise 
resource for people issues, such as recruitment, training, staff wellbeing 
and performance management

Embed strategic planning and management 
excellence within our culture  
We have a much stronger framework in place as a result of work during 
2020/21. We now have a published 5-year strategy supported by annual 
business plans and a rolling regulatory work programme. We have a 
performance framework against which to monitor our progress and 
we now produce: annual reports: annual state of the statistical system 
reports; regular updates for Regulation Committee on the maturity model 
and on our risk profile. We have developed a repository for project and 
risk management guidance and tools and updated and run our induction 
training. We have also produced the first of a series of newsletters for the 
team on project management and introduced new project and impact 
reports to help us learn lessons and understand our impact. We have 
started a review of our Big Projects from 2020 and we will be running 
workshops in April and May on lessons learned about what factors support 
success and how to identify and overcome challenges. We have used virtual 
team events to involve the whole team in the planning cycle and we will run 
an annual review in April 2021 to re-baseline the maturity model. 

Areas for improvement:

•	 	priorities for 2021/22 are to further develop our resource allocation, 
workflow and evaluation processes and normalise them   

•	 	we have also invited an internal audit of our maturity model framework 
so that we can learn lessons for the future 
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Improve our processes to drive efficiency and 
optimise value of our regulator’s time  
In 2020, we have carried out reviews of the casework process and the 
compliance check process and are in the process of implementing 
outcomes on both. Will need to assess impact of those reviews but there 
are promising signs – for example, the reduced median response time 
on casework. We’ve also introduced the new rapid review process and 
examined how to apply lessons from their success more broadly.  

We’ve established the project roadmap for cataloguing, prioritising and 
reviewing all our processes, and we have met with all domains to gather  
a picture of what is in place. We are currently mapping these processes.

Areas for improvement:

•	 	in 2021/22 we aim to focus on reviewing the processes that we identify  
as having the most scope for efficiency and increased value.  
We will be starting with the Quality Assurance and Sign Off process.  
We will also be seeking to evaluate and measure the impact of the 
process reviews carried out in 2020 

Gather and interrogate corporate intelligence 
efficiently and effectively to inform learning 
and improvement  
We are still at a basic level of maturity level 0 but groundwork this year 
puts us in strong position to mature quickly 2021/22. This is a critical 
piece of work. As we have grown as an organisation, our infrastructure 
for managing intelligence has not developed at the same pace. As a result 
information is held disparately, inefficiently, and there potentially a lot 
of duplication. Also, we have limitations on how we can interrogate the 
intelligence to inform our work. Regulation Support has developed a project 
roadmap and has met with all domains and functions to understand the 
user requirement and document the metadata already held. We have 
developed some short-term tools in the new 365 environment to gather 
intelligence – from our regulatory decisions, our daily updates and through 
project closure and impact reports. All of which we are now piloting. We 
have bid for resource from ONS to help us build a more robust system in 
2021/22 and we have built an issues log to record our learning to inform 
that work.
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Data and Automation
Our Data and Automation programme has provided our regulators with a 
cloud-based Twitter dashboard which runs automatically. This supports our 
topic domains with their horizon scanning to provide them with information 
about and references to statistics and data in social media discourse. 

Insight Programme
The discovery phase of our Insight Programme has delivered a number 
of recommendations which are being developed into a plan for 
implementation. We have explored how other organisations approach 
delivering insights (gathering and sharing) – for example, National Audit 
Office, Institute for Government and Resolution Foundation. 

We have made some quick-wins, such as making improvements to our 
project closure reports and developing new impact reports that will capture 
information in a way that better aligns with the pillars and principles of the 
Code and our priority themes – for example, granularity of data. 

We need to focus in the coming year on turning this discovery into a 
working model and demonstrate the value through more Insight pieces on 
specific topics.

Areas for improvement:

•	 	in 2021 we will focus the design and build of intelligence systems in the 
365 environment and populating with existing metadata
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