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1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether to
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meeting.

 
4. Work programme: The Committee will consider its work programme.
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Economic Data Inquiry 
 

Royal Statistical Society 
 
Written Evidence to Scottish Parliament Inquiry on Economic Data 
 
Introduction 
 
1 This note provides evidence from the Royal Statistical Society (RSS) to 
the Scottish Parliament Inquiry on Economic Data.  The RSS doesn’t have 
expertise in individual elements of Scottish economic statistics but the RSS 
witness, Professor Martin Weale, is a leading expert in UK National Accounts 
and can speak from that position. This evidence is therefore couched in 
principles rather than a detailed understanding of issues with specific Scottish 
economic statistics except where indicated. It relates to topics identified to the 
RSS by the Clerk and raised in the paper “Limitations and Strengths of 
Scottish Economic Statistics” by 4-consultancy. 
 
Summary 
 
2 The RSS believes this is an important time for the development of 
economic statistics in the UK and thus that this Inquiry is very timely.  We 
actively supported the Independent Review of UK Economic Statistics by 
Professor Sir Charles Bean and welcomed its conclusions (published in March 
2016). We believe that the current system of the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) producing economic statistics for the whole of the UK, supplemented 
by the Devolved Nations for their own purposes, is the best arrangement in 
the current state of devolution. Unless this situation changes, we would not 
advocate an independent Scottish statistical system. The RSS actively 
supports the need for better sub-national statistics. 
 
Bean Review of UK Economic Statistics  
 
3 In our evidence to the Bean Review, the RSS indicated that UK 
economic statistics had not kept pace with effective measurement of a 
changing economy, that the ONS needed to make better use of alternative 
data sources and that it needed to increase its capability in modern data 
analysis skills and methods. We also held several seminars to help inform the 
Bean Review. Sir Charles reflected these points - along with many others - in 
his recommendations and it is encouraging to see the great strides ONS has 
subsequently made in the last year in developing the Economic Statistics 
Centre of Excellence (ESCOE) and the Data Science Campus, both of which 
should be to the betterment of statistics for the Devolved Nations. In 
particular, the increased number of economists employed in ONS, and 
ESCOE initiatives such as Economic Research Fellows, and its highly 
successful international conference ‘Economic Statistics in a Digital Age’ in 
February 2017, should provide much greater professional economic insight to 
the development of economic statistics. 
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4 Another relevant initiative has been the creation of the Economic 
Statistics Working Group (ESWG), which brings together senior members of 
the RSS, the Royal Economic Society and ONS to support ESCOE work and 
to develop relevant training courses in the economic statistics domain. In early 
July, for example, ESWG staged a major and well-attended seminar on the 
theme of ONS and ‘Services and Intangibles: Challenges for Economic 
Statistics in the Digital Age’. Further such seminars, as well as relevant 
training courses, are planned to help ensure that the Bean Review’s 
recommendations are put fully into effect. 
5 One of the Bean Review’s key recommendations was greater use of 
administrative data by ONS for statistical purposes. Whilst ONS already had 
legal means to access administrative data from other departments through the 
Statistics and Registration Service Act 2007 (SRSA), the process was 
cumbersome and dependent on departmental agreement.  Adoption of the 
Digital Economy Act 2017 (DEA) will give ONS much more flexibility for 
accessing administrative data from Crown Bodies, other public authorities and 
the private sector, and should greatly enhance the range of administrative 
data available for UK statistical purposes. The DEA will not provide devolved 
administrations with direct access to these data sources but they should be 
able to access them through ONS’s Approved Researcher Scheme. The RSS 
recognises that some administrative data have limited utility for Devolved 
Nations where the activity is reported at the UK level and doesn’t distinguish 
sub-UK location. 
 
6 Another concern raised in the Bean Review was inadequate regional 
statistics which, it is hoped, greater access to administrative data might assist 
with. The RSS fully supports this concern and has identified the need for 
improved local data in its Data Manifesto: 
(http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_manifesto/Increasing_a
ccess_to_local_data/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_democracy_sub/Increasi
ng_access_to_local_data.aspx). 
 
7 These comments are by way of implying that with all the recent 
welcome developments at ONS, as well as the provisions of the DEA, the 
RSS does not believe this is an appropriate time for the Scottish Government 
to move away from the current system in which ONS produces economic 
statistics for the whole of the UK, and Devolved Nations supplement these 
with their own surveys and analyses where these are necessary and can be 
afforded. The Global Connections Survey is a good example of this approach 
as is the Scottish Government’s development of a Scottish GDP.  Any other 
model to give Scottish Government greater statistical independence would be 
liable to be prohibitively expensive and, hence, represent an inefficient use of 
resources. The RSS would therefore recommend that Scottish Government 
statisticians should be fully engaged in ONS’s work programme for 
development of economic statistics to exploit this to their maximum 
advantage. This would be the vehicle for considering the feasibility of the 
Scottish Government producing, for example, a Scottish Consumer Price 
Index (CPI) and Scottish Balance of Payments, both of which represent very 
expensive proposals at present (and may remain so in the future). 
 

http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_manifesto/Increasing_access_to_local_data/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_democracy_sub/Increasing_access_to_local_data.aspx?hkey=2fa3f1a4-c980-4afe-9979-500f14afbd94
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_manifesto/Increasing_access_to_local_data/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_democracy_sub/Increasing_access_to_local_data.aspx?hkey=2fa3f1a4-c980-4afe-9979-500f14afbd94
http://www.rss.org.uk/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_manifesto/Increasing_access_to_local_data/RSS/Influencing_Change/Data_democracy_sub/Increasing_access_to_local_data.aspx?hkey=2fa3f1a4-c980-4afe-9979-500f14afbd94


Royal Statistical Society   EJFW/S5/17/24/2 

3 

Governance 
 
8 It has been suggested that the Inquiry should consider the case for a 
new statutory body for Scottish statistics so that Scotland becomes an 
independent country for statistical purposes. At present, the UK Statistics 
Authority (UKSA) provides a UK-wide regime of strategy, standards and 
oversight on official statistics and performs an independent role as regulator of 
that system on behalf of all the Devolved Nations, a function that is receiving 
increasing international attention and acclaim. It is also responsible for 
compiling coherent UK statistics. Additionally, UKSA carries out a wide range 
of responsibilities on behalf of the Devolved Nations that they would otherwise 
have to meet themselves at considerable additional cost – international 
obligations, methodology, common recruitment schemes, professional 
competency frameworks, etc.  Furthermore, the existing statistical legislation 
already gives Scottish Ministers considerable autonomy - for example, to 
decide what are official statistics and to set their own pre-release access 
arrangements. It is not clear what additional benefits full autonomy would 
bring. 
 
9 It is important to note that the UK official statistics system is heavily 
decentralised, with ONS, the National Statistical Institute, sitting in the centre 
and with over 40 government departments/agencies having their own 
statistical unit(s). Each department has a Head of Profession or Chief 
Statistician, who has dual responsibility: 
 

 to the Permanent Secretary/Chief Executive, and ultimately Ministers, 
for an effective and efficient statistical operation in that department; 

 to the National Statistician for professional standards and for 
departmental observance of the Code of Practice for Official Statistics, 
which provides the basis for independence of statistical practice in that 
department. 

 
10       Ministers ultimately are responsible for deciding which statistics their 
department produces and setting the budget for them to do so. In this sense, 
therefore, the issues affecting statistical units in Scottish Government are no 
different from those in other major UK government departments such as 
HMRC or the Department for Work and Pensions; and any shortcomings – for 
example insufficient resources or ministerial interference – are a function of 
Scottish Government and not the UK statistical system per se. 
 
Pre-Release Access 
 
11 As far as Scottish Ministers’ current autonomy is concerned, the RSS 
strongly urges the Committee to call for Scotland’s current rules on pre-
release access to be revised. We believe that such privileged access 
undermines public trust in official statistics as, for example, it creates 
opportunities for figures to be ‘spun’ to the media or ‘buried’ beneath other 
announcements. The rules in Scotland have long been a cause of particular 
concern as they allow no fewer than five days of pre-release access to a wide 
range of official statistics. These arrangements now look in urgent need of 
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reform especially as, since the early summer, pre-release access to ONS’s 
official statistics has been completely abolished elsewhere. Accordingly, the 
RSS joins the UKSA in calling for the repeal of the Pre-Release Access to 
Official Statistics (Scotland) 2008 Order. We believe that such a reform would 
be warmly welcomed by all those committed to statistical integrity and urge 
the Committee to consider including such a recommendation in its final report. 
 
 
Royal Statistical Society 
 
About the RSS 
The Royal Statistical Society (RSS) is a learned society and professional body 
for statisticians and data analysts. We are one of the world’s leading 
organisations engaged in promoting the importance of statistics and data. Of 
our c. 8,000 members, over 500 are Scotland-based, some of whom recently 
assisted in hosting our largest-ever RSS Conference, this month in Glasgow. 
We have been pleased to engage with this Scottish Parliament inquiry by 
virtue of our relationship with the Scottish Parliament Information Centre. 
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Economic Data Inquiry  
 

Reform Scotland 
 
Introduction 
In June 2017, Reform Scotland published the ‘State of Scotland’s Economy’.  
The purpose of that report was to try and give an overview of Scotland’s 
economic performance, looking not just at how we compare with the UK as a 
whole, but also regions and countries within the UK.   
 
What emerged was far from clear.  In some areas we struggled, in other areas 
we performed well.  A different picture emerged depending on whether 
Scotland was compared with the UK as a whole, which includes London, or 
with other UK regions. 
 
In other words, whichever political stance you wanted to take, you could find a 
set of statistics to back you up.   
 
Not only does this highlight the need for more reliable data, but it poses a real 
problem for policy makers trying to judge the best way forward. 
 
Focus on statistics not the economy 
“Without such basic tools, there is a danger that measuring Scottish growth 
becomes an argument over statistics and economic assumptions, rather than 
what can be done to improve our performance.” 

Powers for Growth 
Reform Scotland 

March 2008 
 
When Reform Scotland started work on its first report nearly a decade ago, 
aiming to set out a picture of the Scottish economy, we encountered a major 
obstacle – a lack of robust economic data, especially with regard to growth 
and GDP. 
 
Although the Scottish Government now publishes ‘National Accounts for 
Scotland’, as well as some other statistics that weren’t published then, nearly 
ten years later, our concern about arguing over data remains. 
 
Recently, this argument has centred on the use of Government Expenditure 
and Revenue Scotland (GERS) data. Reform Scotland has used GERS data 
in many of its publications over the years. We believe it is an important 
contribution to the debate and, as a National Statistics publication, that the 
statistics have been independently judged to be methodologically sound and 
produced free of political interference.  
 
Graeme Roy, Director of the Fraser of Allander Institute and former civil 
servant in the GERS team, wrote an excellent explanation of how GERS is put 

https://reformscotland.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/State-of-Scotlands-economy-report.pdf
https://reformscotland.com/wp-content/uploads/2008/03/Powers_for_Growth.pdf
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together and the important role it plays.1 He explained why estimates are used 
and how even the UK relies on estimates to work out its GDP.  
 
However, he also accepted the limitations of GERS, especially with regard to 
Scotland’s balance sheet.  
 
Professor Richard Murphy of the University of London has also highlighted the 
limitations of GERS, commenting “When Scotland has taxing powers it is 
shocking that data on so much of the tax paid in that country is unavailable. 
Again, this is not just bad for Scotland it is also a bad precedent when 
devolved tax powers are being discussed for many other parts of the UK. 
Managing tax without data is impossible. It’s ludicrous that this situation has 
been allowed to develop and it must be addressed if proper decision making 
is to take place not just in Scotland but in other regions as well.”2 
 
The two positions are not incompatible. GERS is a good starting point and 
does provide a lot of useful information on the Scottish economy. But that 
doesn’t mean we cannot do better. Scotland still needs more accurate data. 
 
Areas for improvement  
 
Regional statistics 
It would be helpful if both the UK and Scottish Governments would provide 
more statistics broken down by country/region/local authority to allow for more 
meaningful comparisons.   
 
Scotland may struggle to compete with London, but we should be performing 
better than many other areas.   
 
Data which suggests Scotland is lagging behind the UK in a particular area 
gives only a basic indication of a problem.  However, saying it is lagging 
behind most other UK regions (for example with regard to the number of small 
businesses per capita where only the North East is below Scotland) paints a 
more detailed picture.   
 
In contrast, Scotland could lag behind the UK, but outperform most other 
regions (for example with regard to the percentage of tax payers who are 
higher or additional rate payers, where only London, the South East and East 
have a higher percentage). 
 
A focus on more regional statistics would help to give a greater level of clarity 
to the statistics. 
 
However, the same applies within Scotland.  There is no such thing as the 
“Scottish economy”, but different regional economies, with the same degree of 
variation within Scotland as there is within the UK.  The more detailed the 

                                                
1
 https://fraserofallander.org/2017/03/28/estimating-scotlands-fiscal-position/#more-1745 

2
 http://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2017/04/12/debating-scottish-economic-data-on-bbc-scotland-at-12-30-

today/ 

https://fraserofallander.org/2017/03/28/estimating-scotlands-fiscal-position/%23more-1745
http://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2017/04/12/debating-scottish-economic-data-on-bbc-scotland-at-12-30-today/
http://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2017/04/12/debating-scottish-economic-data-on-bbc-scotland-at-12-30-today/
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level of information, the easier it is to identify where problems are more 
prevalent or see where different priorities lie. 
 
Compatibility with Local Government finance statistics 
Leading on from the need for regional broad economic data, there is a need 
for local government finance to better fit in with Scottish economic data. 
 
The latest edition of Scottish Local Government Finance Statistics was 
published in February 2017 and covers 2015/16.3 Customer and Client 
Receipts in 2015/16 was £2.4 billion.  According to the report, this funding 
stream (which covers the income local authorities receive from sales, rents, 
fees and charges as a result of providing a range of services) raised more 
money than the £2.1bn raised in council tax, and not much less than the 
£2.8bn raised in business rates.  In other words, this is a substantial income 
stream.  To put it in a wider context, it raises more than Air Passenger Duty, 
Landfill Tax and Land and Buildings Transaction Tax combined, yet does not 
feature in the Scottish revenue tables in GERS.  Council tax is collected and 
spent by local authorities and does feature, so there is no reason not to 
include it.  However, it also undermines the broad total figures used in that 
document, because £2 bn more is raised than reported, but that money is also 
spent. 
 
As a result, Reform Scotland believes work needs to be done to make GERS 
and Scottish Local Government Finance Statistics more compatible. 
 
We believe that these are two initial steps which could help bring greater 
clarity to economic data in Scotland. 
 
 
Ghill Donald 
Member of Reform Scotland’s Economic Advisory Group 

                                                
3
 http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0051/00514568.pdf 

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0051/00514568.pdf
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Economic Data Inquiry 
 

Common Weal 
Dr Craig Dalzell 

 
 

Common Weal Calls for a Scottish Statistics Agency 

 The progress of devolution has led to the Scottish Government assuming 
more direct control over economic policymaking in Scotland and 
recognition has grown that Scotland’s economy is in many ways distinct 
from the economies of other parts of the UK – as they are from each other. 
Modern economies as a whole have grown more complex and more 
interconnected and ever more data driven. 

 
  Data has become an increasingly valuable resource and it is one which 

demands more attention, more scrutiny and more investment. Scotland 
therefore would greatly benefit from the creation of a single, dedicated 
Scottish Statistics Agency. 

 
 International examples of data provision have shown that there are benefits 

to both a highly centralised model for a statistics agency but also benefits 
to a decentralised model whereby various departments gather deep but 
very specific data. Which model best suits Scotland is therefore open to 
discussion. However, a key aspect of interpreting and communicating the 
data in a useful form lies in being able to connect these departments 
together hence even under a decentralised model a central agency for the 
collation and publication of the data in a single location is fundamental. This 
central agency would be in a position to set standards and regulations – 
perhaps by offering a “kitemark” stamp of approval by which statistics may 
be judged as appropriate for government use. The central agency may also 
be in a position to aid with connecting the data, identifying potential gaps in 
provision and possibly identifying where particular studies are now obsolete 
and may be discontinued. 

 
 Across Scotland, the quality of data provision is decidedly mixed. Often, the 

data can only be obtained via subsets of UK data which can mean that data 
sample sizes become smaller than may be appropriate for rigorous policy-
making (particularly at local or regional levels of government). However in 
other areas, particularly areas directly initiated by Scottish statisticians, the 
detail of data can exceed that which is found elsewhere in the UK. 

 
 Recent debates over high profile publications such as GERS have also 

brought into focus questions over some aspects of data gathering, 
methodology or in the interpretation of figures beyond their strict remit 
(such as asking how much GERS figures may or may not reflect the 
finances of a hypothetical independent Scotland). These are as much 
questions about the transparency of data collection and the manner in 



Common Weal  EJFW/S5/17/24/2 

9 

which it is communicated as they are issues with the actual quality of the 
data involved. 

 
 The following briefing note is Common Weal’s response to the questions 

asked by the Scottish Government’s Economic Data Committee 
consultation. 

 
Accuracy 
 
How reliable is the economic data currently available at the Scottish level? 
 
This is a broad question and the answer depends on the individual dataset in 
question. The data actually gathered should be considered generally reliable 
and accurate so long as robust and verifiable methodologies are followed. 
Weaknesses or failings are often due to gaps in the data where an answer to 
a question is not available; projections and interpretations which attempt to 
extrapolate beyond the limits of the data; or by the failure to ask appropriate 
questions which results in data either not being gathered or gathered data not 
being assessed. 
 
What are the areas of strength and of weakness of provision within Scotland 
and at UK level? 
 
This response agrees broadly with the general view that many areas of 
Scottish and UK economic data are fairly good (demographic and employment 
rate data in particular) though many areas of specific concern remain. 
 
Data on personal and household income appears to be adequate at a UK 
level but is significantly lacking at a Scottish level. The data which does exist 
appears to have been gathered from either very limited surveys or from 
subsets of UK data then modelled based on other indirect factors. 
Neither of these methods supply resolution sufficient for the Scottish 
Government to adequately form policy – especially on issues such as income 
tax. Geographic breakdowns of income and income inequality are also difficult 
to prepare based on the available data. 
 
Similarly, household expenditure data in Scotland is weaker than it could be 
and is often drawn from sub-samples of UK data. 
 
Balance of trade is an extremely notable area of concern both at Scottish and 
UK level. At a UK level, whilst trade data is publish, significant doubt may be 
cast on the viability of such data given the diminution of the role of Customs 
as a government body in recent yearsi. 
 

At a Scottish level, whilst data for export of goods between Scotland and the 
rest of the world is likely to be stronger than the UK level data due to its 
method of direct survey, the limited sample size of such surveying may be an 
issue for improvement. Additionally, the trade data for Scotland and the rest of 
the UK is generally weak due to the lack of a statutory requirement to collect 
such data and the difficulty of measuring such trade over an open border and 
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a single market. This may be entirely understandable for a UK measuring 
itself as a unitary state – the trade between Scotland and rUK would be no 
more relevant to policy than the trade between the North East of England and 
the South East – but in a time where such data plays into the ongoing 
constitutional debate it becomes important to avoid misconstruing or 
misinterpreting that data which is available. Further, even beyond such a 
debate, the geographic inequalities of the UK are placing increasing demand 
on understanding these trade flows so that any necessary redistributions can 
be put in place. 
 
At both a UK and Scottish level, data on trade imports is particularly weak 
which hampers the calculation of balance of trade statistics. 
 
A further identified weakness lies in government revenue and expenditure 
data. Reports such as Scotland’s GERS report and the UK’s PESA and CRA 
reports allow some synthesis of the distribution of government spending 
around the UKii but gaps do remain. To give an arbitrary example, GERS 
gives a figure for expenditure for a particular function such as recreation, 
culture and religion in (or for) Scotland. CRA gives a figure for expenditure for 
a government department grouping, such as defence, in (or for) Scotland. 
Whilst PESA gives the expenditure for department groupings IN functions 
across the UK such as how much the defence department spend on 
recreation, culture and religion (£27mn in 2016-17). 
But it is not often possible from the available data to break this last statistic 
down geographically to find how much defence spent on recreation, culture 
and religion IN Scotland. 
 
This is largely true across other functions and departments (such as how 
much is spent by HMRC on Customs in Scotland). 
 
Finally, a lack of connection and sharing between data gathering departments 
at both UK and Scottish levels has been identified. Data sharing or collective 
access to data across all relevant departments should be encouraged. 
 
What could be done by Scottish Government and/or others to improve the 
quality of data? How would this be funded? 
 
The guidance notes described the Scottish Government as both a producer 
and consumer of data. Becoming more of a producer will enable better and 
more cohesive policy to be produced. The funding shouldn’t necessarily be 
considered a “cost” as in many cases it would pay for itself either directly – 
better tax data may help close the “tax gap” and increase accrued revenue 
whereas better economic data may allow for better economic policy which, in 
turn, would allow for a more stable, more balanced economy which improves 
the lives of more people. 
 
Do you have any views on how data is collected, specifically the role of 
businesses and households in providing economic data?     
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There will generally be a reluctance to “increase red tape” by asking for more 
direct provision of economic data from businesses and households. This may 
be especially true in areas where Scotland seeks to replicate UK data 
collection (even if the goal is to improve on UK collection). The lack of 
statutory levers in some areas may be a limiting factor on any attempt to 
increase collection but measures should be investigated to overcome this. 
 
If automatic or frictionless data collection measures can be obtained without 
onerous effort by households or businesses then it should be considered in 
balance with the expected benefits of the data. The net benefit may play an 
important role in explaining why such data is now to be collected. 
 
This response recognises the points made by the Bean Review (Section 
4.120 and 4.127) that whilst a well designed and implemented data survey is 
a powerful tool, they are resource intensive to perform even when there is a 
statutory onus on the household or business to provide the data. However 
efforts to reduce costs have resulted in declining response rates and shorter 
surveys which runs the risk of compromising the statistical significance of the 
survey for the purposes of policymaking, especially where Scotland relies on 
subsets of UK data. 
 
Methods of automatic or, at least, online data collection are becoming 
increasingly available and may be explored as an alternative to surveys. 
 
Utility 
 
How are economic statistics used by local, regional and national policy-
makers to deliver and scrutinise policy? 
 
Speaking for Common Weal, we are greatly reliant on the publication of data 
both to develop policy and to scrutinise policy coming from other policy-
makers. This highlights the importance of timely, transparent and open 
publication of data. Our paper on Public Procurementiii highlights especially 
the need for transparency not just in the data itself but on the methodology 
underlying both its collection and its processing. Where data is not openly 
presented, bodies such as ourselves become reliant on measures such as 
FOI requests which can be administratively burdensome for both involved 
parties and, in the worst cases, can result in FOI returns which are unhelpful 
or too heavily redacted to be useful. This is significantly deleterious to the 
scrutiny process. 
 
Where are the gaps in provision? 
 
As stated, gaps are particularly apparent in areas such as balance of trade 
(particularly trade between Scotland and rUK) and in overarching metrics such 
as wellbeing. A very significant gap is the lack of Whole of Government 
Accounts for Scotland and we repeat and amplify the call from the Audit and 
Standards Committee to set out a timetable for implementation of this 
proposal. 
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Further gaps which should be filled as a priority are in provision of data on 
household income/wealth (including private debt levels), innovation and 
investment rates, and more detailed examination of import and export 
behaviours. 
 
Can you identify examples of international good practice and case studies? 
 
Denmark, Sweden and New Zealand all offer examples of countries similar in 
size to Scotland providing a great deal of economic data over a wide range of 
topics and areas despite the marked demographic and geographic challenges 
of their countries. In this, they may offer case studies for how Scotland could 
improve provision. The case of Estonia, with its highly developed digital 
infrastructure, can also offer instances where data collection is already fully 
integrated into normal everyday transaction processing – obviating the need 
for separate surveys or suchlike. 
 
This said, countries can approach data monitoring from either a highly 
centralised viewpoint (where a single national data collection agency has a 
near monopoly on government data processing) or from a decentralised 
viewpoint where many bodies specialise in gathering specific types of data. At 
present, the UK tends towards the former model and Scotland the latter 
leading to a hybrid system between the two. Therefore what works for one 
country – even one which is superficially similar to Scotland – may not work 
for another or may require a shift in attitude between centralisation and 
decentralisation before the lessons can be applied. 
 
Are there barriers preventing the Scottish or UK Governments from improving 
statistical provision? 
        
On a UK level, the principle barrier will simply be political will. As stated 
previously, the cost of provision should be balanced against the benefit but in 
many cases it will be possible to justify as an investment resulting in better 
policymaking. 
 
On a Scottish level, additional barriers may be raised in the form of being 
constrained within a UK framework unsuited to the task (a fully autonomous 
government would, presumably, change the framework if this occurred) and 
the potential for additional provision to be seen as “increasing red tape” 
compared to provision outside Scotland. 
 
Interpretation 
 
What are the key issues in making sense of the data? 
 
Ultimately, the key issue will lie in asking the correct questions and ensuring 
the appropriate data is collected. It is entirely possible to construct an 
expansive data collection agency which does little more than stockpile and 
archive without understanding and it is entirely possible to ask a question and 
discover that the data is not being gathered only by dint of the fact that the 
question has now been asked. 
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A recent prominent example of this at the UK level is the story that the UK’s 
immigration policy has been significantly compromised. There had been an 
assumption that ~100,000 students entering the UK overstayed their visa 
every year. Only when a survey was conducted and the data gathered was it 
discovered that the true number of overstays may be closer to 4,600 per year. 
 
What are the barriers to better understanding and how might they be 
overcome?        
 
Periodic review of the scope of data collection and data requirements would 
overcome this problem though it may require collection departments to be 
nimble and flexible so that they could shift focus when new data is needed or 
older data depreciated. 
 
Communication between data departments is absolutely key – especially 
under a decentralised statistics agency model – as it allows provision gaps 
and double-coverage to be identified. It will also allow cross-analysis of 
superficially distinct datasets as it is becoming understood that the modern 
economy is increasingly interconnected. Specialisation amongst data 
collectors may allow a richer supply of data but only if it can be properly 
connected to the wider view. 
 
A dedicated Scottish Statistics Agency would greatly benefit help in 
overcoming these barriers. In a centralised statistics agency model, an SSA 
would assume full responsibility for a great share of the data provision 
process. In a decentralised model, the SSA would collate and publish data 
from the other providers and would play a role in aiding communication 
between agencies, verifying that data and methodologies were held to an 
appropriate standard and may help in identifying gaps in provision. 
   
Scrutiny 
 
What are we measuring and what should we be measuring? 
 
In addition to items mentioned above, there should be greater recognition that 
annual calculations of metrics such as GDP (and especially change in GDP) 
do not fully capture the things which are important in the economy. Important 
points are raised by the Bean Review – especially Section 3.29 – which notes 
that disruptive digital innovations can reduce GDP without reducing output 
such as by consumers booking holidays themselves rather than relying on 
travel agents. 
 
Greater focus on happiness, wellbeing and inequality (of both wealth and 
income and recognising the limits of measurements such as GINI) will allow 
better policymaking than can be achieved by chasing fractional percentage 
points of GDP growth every year. 
 
What data is necessary for effective parliamentary scrutiny by the Economy, 
Jobs and Fair Work Committee (our remit also covering energy)? 
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A comprehensive response to this question would be well beyond the scope of 
the limits of this consultation as the data required will vary greatly depending 
on what issue is being examined. The Scottish economy is diverse and thus 
diverse data will be required to understand key drivers ranging across areas 
such as investment behaviours, innovation practice, market reach, export 
patterns, quality of infrastructure, skills of employees, company governance, 
external conditions and others. It is also fundamental to the understanding of 
the economy that such data is able to be disaggregated across the regions of 
the country and across industrial sectors as the weighting applied to each key 
driver may vary situationally. 
 
Jobs data is significantly lacking on key areas such as pay and income 
distribution across economic sectors as well as on a host of other areas such 
as emerging economic trend forecasts, productivity drivers, training 
requirements and impact studies of disruptive emerging technologies. 
 
Scrutiny is not effective if it is only able to conclude that an indicator is moving 
without being able to explore the underlying causes and which factors may 
allow it to be affected in the future. 
 
Are the current National Performance Framework indicators the best way of 
measuring innovation, internationalisation, investment and inclusive growth in 
the Scottish economy? 
 
The National Performance Framework indicators are best considered a 
presentational tool. They allow the public to make a judgement on government 
progress but without a nuanced understanding of the deeper data behind the 
top line, this judgement is vulnerable to limitation or misinterpretation. 
 
For example, “widening use of the internet” is a laudable aim but there is 
substantial difference between deeper penetration of broadband into rural 
areas for the purposes of commercial development and an increase in online 
gambling. High-level indicators are useful and serve a valuable role in 
communicating both data and policy progress but unless the underlying data 
and the underpinning methodologies are openly and transparently published it 
is impossible to properly scrutinise the top line announcements. Inadequate 
gathering and analysis of data which fails to capture real-world behaviour or 
the chasing a particular metric without adequate understanding of the 
underlying principles may also lead to poor policy and governance. 
 

Common Weal 
Dr Craig Dalzell 
 
                                                
iB Austin and P Henderson, “An Independent Scotland’s Customs and Borders – Principles 

and Approaches”, Common Weal, January, (2017) 
iiC Dalzell, “Beyond GERS”, Common Weal, November, (2016) 
iiiM Cuthbert, “Public Procurement in Scotland”, Common Weal, May, (2017) 
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