
  

Austerity Statistics

Alex Fenton
Institut für Soziologie, Leibniz Universität Hannover
Visiting Fellow, Centre for Analysis of Social Exclusion, LSE
a.fenton@stud.uni-hannover.de / http://www.pressure.to 

& what changes in government data might
mean for the analysis of social policy

mailto:a.fenton@stud.uni-hannover.de
http://www.pressure.to/


  

Outline
 The history of the statistics as the history of the state
 Some cuts in official statistics since 2010
 Austerity statistics v1.0 – The Rayner Review
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A Quick History of 
Statistics



  



  



  



  

Some statistical cuts 
(and non-cuts) 

under the coalition



  

Cuts 1: Cancelling Data Collection
 Cease special-purpose data collection exercises
 Large savings (£ms) – especially for sample surveys

 Less for administrative returns
 Whose money and effort is saved?

 Examples: The Places Survey, The Citizenship Survey



  

Cuts 2: Reducing Data Collection
 Reduce sample sizes, rotating or removing questions, reduce 

use of observation experts
 Relatively large savings (£100ks - £ms)
 Family Resources Survey, 

 Sample size 25,000  20,000→
 English Housing Survey

 Sample size cut 20-25%
 Drop market-value element
 Reduce or rotate neighbourhood questions



  

Aside: does sample size matter?
 Depends on:

 Prevalence of the feature of interest
 Size of population subgroups
 Expected scale and speed of change

 (Rough) example from EHS sample size cut (17.5k  13.8k)→

Population Prevalence 95% CI before 95% CI after

Everyone 40% ± 0.7 ± 0.8

10% subgroup 40% ± 2.3 ± 2.6

Everyone 15% ± 0.5 ± 0.6

10% subgroup 15% ± 1.7 ± 1.9



  

Cuts 3: Reducing or discontinuing outputs
 Stop producing digests, summaries, publications, series

 That are (argued to be) little-used, redundant, or superceded

 Usually quite minor savings (£10ks)
 Examples

 DWP: New Deal statistics
 DWP: take-up of income-related benefits [proposed & rejected]
 ONS: small-area income estimates [proposed & rejected]
 ONS: end NOMIS [proposed & rejected]
 DCLG: regional statistical summaries

 Policy orientation of decisions is often clear…



  

Pickles on the Regional Classification
“The old regional classifications are also misleading—they fail 
to quantify both the pockets of deprivation that can exist 
within regions or the differences between rural and urban 
England, and there is an inconsistency of approach to the size 
and population of each government region. They are arbitrary 
lines on a map that have no resonance —in contrast to 
England’s long-standing cities, boroughs and counties which 
have a real sense of local identity and popular support, dating 
back centuries in many cases. England has no history of 
regional government, whereas it does have a great tradition of 
local governance that this Government wish to strengthen.”



  

Pickles on Regions and Europe
“There is also a European dimension to the regions in the form 
of Eurostat’s nomenclature of units for territorial statistics 
standard (the appropriately named “NUTS regulations”). It is 
the view of Ministers that the NUTS1 hierarchy is no longer 
appropriate for structural funds in England moving forward 
from 2014. Ministers reject the notion of a “Europe of the 
Regions” where nation states and national Parliaments are 
sidelined, and replaced with distant regional governments 
answerable only to a federal European super-state. 
Dismantling such arbitrary, unelected regional administrative 
structures will assist in that goal.”



  

Transparency, Open Data, Big Data
 “Transparency”

 Publish details of government expenditure items

 New applications / visualisations of administrative data,
 The crime map

 Make existing administrative data free
 e.g.  Land Registry Price Paid data

 Widen access to existing material
 More open publication of geo-data 



  

The Crime Map



  

Austerity Statistics v1.0: 
The Rayner Review



  

Cabinet 07/02/1979



  

Cabinet 01/05/1980



  

Rayner's Recommendations
 Official Statistics to focus on the needs of government

 “statistical work which is wholly necessary for central government”
 “Rigorous appraisal of value for money”

 White Paper 1981
 CSO budget reduction of 33%
 Manpower reduction of 25%

 For whole GSS
 Reduce staff by ¼, save £25m

 Reductions in statistics
 Less frequent income distribution, ending of wealth distribution analysis
 Cutting back on methodological work
 Fewer briefings



  

The 1981 White Paper

 



  

Quantifying the Cuts 
since 2010



  

By Budget?



  

By (Statistical) Outputs?
Producer 2010 2011 2012 2013

ONS 217 230 179 185

HMRC 76 74 42 40

Communities 28 26 25 25

DWP 16 17 14 12

Welsh Govt 148 153 126 142

Scottish Govt 92 82 70 71

All others 508 554 476 498

Total 1085 1136 932 973



  

By Headcount?



  

By Headcount – the long view...



  

Interpretations, 
Explanations, 
Conclusions



  

Why the cuts to date might be moderate
 Legislative or treaty protection?

 80% of ONS outputs are required by UK or EU law 

 General conversion to evidence-based policy?
 Better scrutiny and consultation mechanisms?
 NB – local government not considered here



  

Market-making with statistics
 Market organisation / decentralisation

 Health, schools (Ozga)

 Private provision of public services
 Labour market interventions, health, education

 Statistics indispensable
 Market information
 Pricing & valuation
 Contract regulation



  

Implications for policy analysis
 Disappearance and discontinuity in data
 The de-legitimation of policy fields

 E.g. neighbourhoods, regions

 The limits of transparency
 What remains hidden? - commercial confidentiality

 Expertise and authority
 Who will do transparency? - an “imagined public”
 The role of expertise in measurement

 The future of large-scale enquiries
 The future of the Census
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