Government Spin and Statistics
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An independent service?

The Labour Party’s election manifesto of 1997 included a pledge to create an independent statistical service, but it did not attempt to explain what “independence” meant. 

The closest to an explanation was given by Jack Straw, then Shadow Home Secretary, in a paper given to the Royal Statistical Society in April 1995 (Straw, 1995). Straw’s paper, based on evidence given by the Labour Party’s National Executive Committee to the Nolan Committee on Standards of Conduct in Public Life, recommended the establishment of a National Statistics Service (NSS). The NSS would be based on a merger of the Central Statistical Office (CSO) and the Office of Population Censuses and Surveys. 

The NSS would have a relationship to Parliament and Ministers similar to that enjoyed by the National Audit Office. Straw’s paper contradicted the Rayner doctrine of the 1980s “that the needs of government alone should determine the work of the Government Statistical Service”. Rather, the NSS should serve “the public interest, Parliament and government, in that order.” (para A.21)

The RSS News for October 1995 included a brief report of what was described as a crowded meeting, but did not publish Straw’s paper. The debate about the creation of an independent statistical service that started after the 1997 election was conducted without any input from it. Straw’s paper might have been forgotten about but for the fact that Des McConaghy, a retired official with an interest in measurement in the public sector, had obtained a copy direct from Jack Straw’s office. I sent a copy to the RSS for their website in January 2004. The RSS did not publish the paper on the website, but for about a year the website stated that copies were available from me. As a result of this reference I received a dozen or so messages and learned of the existence of a number of interested organizations and individuals who should have known about the existence of the paper – such as Statistics Commission and libraries of the Office for National Statistics.

The ignoring of Straw’s paper by the RSS, by the ONS, and by the newly-elected Government is curious. Political leaders do not often get involved with the government of statistics. In terms of policy statements by leading politicians on statistics the only precedents to Straw’s paper are statements by Winston Churchill and Margaret Thatcher. In setting up the CSO in 1941 Winston Churchill stated that the CSO in 1941 was intended to avoid discussion of statistics in the cabinet. Margaret Thatcher was the author of what became known as the Rayner Doctrine that led to the decimation of the GSS in the 1980s. 

Jack Straw’s paper is a thoughtful and well informed paper rather than a policy statement. It is addressed to public concerns as well as statisticians. Perhaps the authority and sophistication of the paper is the reason why it was ignored by the RSS. The RSS has produced a number of papers on statistics policy that make claims to be concerned with the public interest. Straw’s paper takes up many of the issues that were raised. But the idea that the ONS, or any other component of the GSS, should be subject to control by Parliament went beyond the normal purview of RSS debates. The RSS audience was unprepared for the central issue raised by Jack Straw’s paper.

The debate since 1997

Since 1997 there have been a succession of papers by the Government, by the Royal Statistical Society, and by the Statistics Commission that ostensibly support the idea of an independent service. But these papers have not made reference to Jack Straw’s proposal for a statistical system responsible to Parliament. 

The flood of paper culminated in a statement by Gordon Brown in November 2005 that legislation would be introduced to create a statistical service at an arms length from government. But the meaning of independence, at the time of writing in 2006, is no clearer than it was in the 1997 manifesto and is much less clear than the meaning given by Jack Straw in 1995.

Since 1997 there has also been a growing entwinement of the Government with statistics. The Green Paper of 1998 put forward control by Parliament as an option. But this option was dismissed by the RSS and by the Government. Jack Straw’s proposal for a National Statistic Service was transformed into the “brand name” of National Statistics. The idea of National Statistics was promulgated as a means of centralising statistics production and dissemination in an Office for National Statistics. National Statistics are defined by their quality and by the integrity of the systems used to produce them. The brand name National Statistics does not embrace the idea of control by Parliament. 

Central control of statistics by the ONS within the GSS has been augmented. The RSS proposed that the ONS should be represented in the Cabinet. The function of the ONS and other parts of the GSS has increasingly been defined in terms of the support of Government policies. In 2005 the CEMGA unit was established in the ONS to incorporate measures of output of public services within the economic accounts. The relationship between government and statistics has never been closer. The idea of a statistical service independent of the Government of the day is further away than in was in 1997. 

Cheerful robots and civil servants

How has the Labour Government managed to drift away from its 1997 election pledge until it appears to be going in the reverse direction? It was not the result of a capitalist plot. It was not the result of insidious manoeuvring by the Conservative Party or by the Liberal Democrats. There are no villains or law-breakers in this story. The story is one of people doing what they are supposed to do with full constitutional propriety. But there have been plenty of ‘cheerful robots’.

The phrase ‘cheerful robots’ was used by C Wright Mills to describe those who do not distinguish between the success of their activities and the morality of those activities. Those who dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki were cheerful robots. The situation of civil servants and their terms and conditions of service make it very easy for civil servants to become cheerful robots.

The formal situation is that civil servants are employed by the Crown, and not by individual departments. They can be transferred between departments without formality and without losing employment rights. This not only facilitates the free flow of staff between departments, but also greatly facilitates reorganization within central government. 

We talk loosely of civil servants being public servants. But civil servants have no responsibilities to the public; they are responsible to their minister. Their promotion prospects depend upon the service they give directly or indirectly to their minister. Their budgets are determined by their department under the control of their minister. Members of the GSS and the ONS have no choice but to produce statistics to support their minister and government policy.

How can there be a statistical service independent of the Government of the day? The purpose of statistics is to support government. The debate on an independent service been so long and fruitless because it has no core. 

 For as long as statisticians are civil servants the idea of a statistical service independent of the Government is a fantasy. That was the point of Jack Straws proposal for controls analogous to those for the National Audit Office. The staff of the NAO are public servants not civil servants.

Fruitless debate and confusion

Why has the debate on an independent service been so long and fruitless? The explanation may be very simple. New Labour does not really want an independent service. New Labour expects the GSS and the ONS to be part of its spin machine. But this explanation is supported only by circumstantial evidence: the lack of any participation by Gordon Brown, the minister responsible for the GSS and the ONS, in the debate. The most obvious factor leading to fruitless debate and confusion has been an unproductive alliance between the statistics profession and the GSS. 

It is very understandable that the GSS is happy to have the support of the statistics profession − that gives them status within the civil service. An even stronger driving force in this relationship has been the desire of the RSS and the statistics profession to be seen as the guarantor of an independent service. For statisticians to be seen as a guarantor of independence of government statistics would give status to the whole profession. But the persistent campaign by the RSS and the GSS to assert the quality of government statistics and the integrity of statisticians has been counter-productive. The broad response of the public and the press as representatives of the public has been one of scepticism. Why are statisticians going on in this way? What are they hiding? Can we really trust people who express such self-righteousness?

Everyone is sceptical − including our colleague Simon Briscoe, Britain’s only statistics correspondent and author of Britain in Numbers. Danny Dorling’s review of Britain in Number in the Radical Statistics says that Simon Briscoe’s book is better than any government publication on statistics because it is candid. But would you not expect people who boast of their integrity and the quality of their output to be candid? Danny Dorling is putting his finger on the reason why public trust in statistics is at lower level than it ever has been.

The ONS and the Statistics Commission are desperate to find other reasons for the low level of trust. They have made surveys to foster the belief that that the lack of trust in statistics is part of a general growth of trust in government. But it is difficult to believe that lack of trust in government is separable from lack of trust in government statistics. This point was well made in Jack Straw’s 1995 Paper. 

“People trust politicians, and governments, much less than they once did. Because they trust us much less, they demand much more. Above all, they demand much more hard evidence to back our competing claims. They are no longer willing to take things on trust. Information, statistics, has become the hard and brittle currency of politics. The nature of that information, its collection, dissemination and control, has become key to the partisan battle for the hearts and minds of the electorate. In turn, this is changing the role of statisticians from relatively neutral observers of the scene, to active referees.”

Straw went on to say:

“… the allegedly factual report has replaced the speech as a key political weapon. …a statistically based report on this or that will command far greater attention, than ever a speech will. In turn this has placed an ever higher political premium on the nature, and availability of official statistics.”
There are usually things we can do about misgovernment. We can take up specific instances with our MP. We can find ways of getting debate on misguided policies. But what can we do about statistics that are produced by cheerful robots? These cheerful robots are effectively under orders to ignore anything that does not support government policies, and they and their civil servant colleagues get promotion and/or brownie points if they use these statistics selectively to support the governmental view and ideology. 

Lets look how this works out in the labour market.

Long-term unemployment

The major features of the government’s labour market policies are the idea of welfare into work and raising the employment rate or activity rate. In other words government policy focuses almost exclusively on increasing exits from unemployment and increasing labour supply. 

The Government has, for example, given special attention to exits from long-term unemployment. According to Stephen Nickell

“the long-term unemployed still form a substantial and important group … this has a significant macroeconomic impact because the long-term unemployed tend to lose skills and motivation as well as being discriminated against by employers. This weakens their attachment to the labour market... They become ineffective in holding down wage inflation and this leads to the impact of adverse shocks to the economy … Nickell, 1999
Stephen Nickell is not an ordinary commentator, but a member of the Bank of England Monetary Policy Committee. This quotation is from the lead chapter ‘Unemployment in Britain’ in the book ‘The State of Working Britain’ edited by Gregg and Wadsworth that is the main text available. 

Nickell’s demonisation of the long-term unemployed has no foundation in fact or theory. Let us start with the theory.

William Beveridge’s classic book Full Employment in a Free Society published more than half a century ago identified frictional unemployment. Frictional unemployment is associated with those who have the right skills and/or live in the right locations. They get jobs quickly irrespective of labour market conditions. Frictional unemployment, Beveridge argued, exists even in full employment conditions. Frictional unemployment represents the inescapable gap between finishing one job and starting another. 

Long-term unemployment by contrast is associated with structural or demand deficiency situations. Beveridge took if for granted that long-term unemployment, unlike frictional unemployment, is attributable to structural or demand deficient labour market conditions. The Full Employment book stressed the governmental responsibility to take steps to match the demand for labour to the unused supply by trying to deal with demand deficiency and structural imbalances.

Stephen Nickell and the Government turned Beveridge’s argument on its head because the Government does not want to take that responsibility. And they used misleading statistics to support their position − as displayed in the chart. The chart shows the standard measure of long term unemployment − LT unemployment as a proportion of total unemployment. 

The chart shows that the standard measure of long term unemployment lags the Population at Risk (PAR) rate by about two years. Nickell and the Government and the ONS use a misleading measure of long-term unemployment. Through the second half of the 1990s Stephen Nickell, and the Government, created a myth based on bad statistics. A myth of unmotivated long term unemployed was created.
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The standard long-term unemployment rate was discredited by the RSS in 1995 and earlier by the International Labour Office. But neither the RSS, nor the ILO, nor the ONS have done anything to deal with the problem.

A matter of denominators

The problem is very easily dealt with. The proper denominator from year-or-more unemployment is not the current level of unemployment, but the number unemployed a year earlier. The number unemployed a year earlier is the population at risk (PAR) of being year-or-more unemployed a year later.

The Chart shows that standard long-term unemployment rate (asterisk markers in the chart) lags the PAR rate (triangle-markers in the chart) by about two years. This use of statistics invented a mythical reality that the labour market was not working.

There is a corresponding PAR rate for less-than-year unemployment. The PAR denominator is the number who have become unemployed in the previous year. The PAR rate for less-than-year unemployment measures the proportion of those who became unemployed within the previous 12 months who are unemployed at the end of the 12 month period.

The turning points for the less-than-year unemployment rate are almost the same as those for the year-or-more rate. This parallelism is not surprising. It is to be expected that long-term and short-term unemployment are influenced by the same set of labour market factors. 

The Chart also shows that the range of variation over the trade cycle of the 1990s was greater for year-or-more unemployment than for less-than-year unemployment. This is a direct contradiction of Nickell’s assertion that the long-term unemployed lost touch with the labour market. The greater range of variation in year-or-more unemployment indicates that the long term unemployed are more dependent on labour market conditions than the relatively short-term less-than-one-year unemployed.

Entry to unemployment

Neither the RSS, not the ILO, nor the ONS recognise the concept of a less-than-year unemployment rate. The reason is straightforward. They don’t recognise the concept of entry to unemployment − so they cannot specify a denominator. The reason why the RSS, the ILO and the ONS cannot specify a denominator is also straightforward − the ILO criteria do not recognise the concept of entry to unemployment. 

The reasons why the ILO criteria do not recognise the concept of entry to unemployment are not straightforward, but are rather messy. The basic point is that the ILO criteria specify that unemployment statistics should be produced on the basis of a labour force survey. The crucial question in the LFS asks respondents about the steps they have taken to look for work over the previous four weeks. But this question is addressed only to those who are unemployed at the time of the survey. There are five consequences:

1/ ILO unemployment statistics relate only to uncompleted spells of unemployment.

2/ The distribution of unemployment by duration is truncated, subjected to left hand censoring, because information is not obtained from respondents who had been unemployed in the previous four weeks but were not unemployed on the date of the survey.

3/ There are no accurate statistics for short-term unemployment.

4/ There are no statistics for entry to unemployment.

5/ There is no systematically produced information from standard sources on the events that led to entry to unemployment.

It is difficult to think of the omission of entry to unemployment in the LFS as other than bad survey design. We could make an analogy with a hypothetical survey of incidence of the common cold. It is to be expected that a survey of the common cold would ask people when they last suffered from a cold in order to get information relevant to catching a cold. It is unlikely that the survey would be limited to those who had colds on the day the survey was conducted. It is unlikely that respondents would first be asked ‘Do you feel healthy?’, and if they answered ‘Yes’, discarded from the sample! But the standard labour force survey creates an analogous situation by addressing questions on unemployment only to those unemployed at the time of the survey. 

In 1995 the RSS recommended a switch from the claimant count statistics to the ILO measure. The ONS has wholeheartedly backed the switch. Unemployment in the UK is nowadays officially defined in terms of ILO unemployment. If you ask the ONS or a representative of the government how unemployment is defined, they will tell you that it is defined in accordance with ILO criteria. If you ask the ILO how unemployment is defined, they will say that it is defined in accordance with the way they measure it through a labour force survey.

It is difficult to see how the government can have evidence based policy on unemployment at a national or local level if it does not have information on entry to unemployment or on any of the circumstances surrounding entry to unemployment. This is the first major component of spin in UK labour market statistics. Officially entry to unemployment does not exist. 

Claimant count statistics

An associated component is the downplaying of Claimant statistics that give a detailed picture of the Governments record. 
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Claimant or JSA statistics do recognise entry to unemployment. Claimant statistics show a 91% correlation between the entry rate to unemployment and the unemployment rate. Hardly surprising. Entering unemployment is a necessary condition for becoming part of the stock of unemployment. But the positive correlation between entry rates and stock of 91% is substantially greater than the (negative) correlation between exit rates and stock of 71%. 

Further the variation in entry rates is substantially greater than in exit rates. The Coefficient of Variation (CoV) for entry rates in 2005 of 39% was just double the CoV for exits of 19%. It seems obvious becoming unemployed is the dominant influence on levels of unemployment, But ignoring the statistics for entry to unemployment that are available for claimant unemployment has enabled the Government to focus almost exclusively on exits from unemployment. A lot of money has been spent on the New Deal. But only lip service has been paid to possibilities for the development of local programmes concerned with the demand for labour.

The outcome is that the geographical pattern of unemployment has not changed. There is also a 90% correlation between rates of unemployment in 1996 and those for 2005 nine or ten years later. The areas with high levels of employment in 2005 are almost exactly the same as those with the highest levels of unemployment in 1996 before Labour came to power. 

Employment statistics

The importance of the second major component of spin in UK labour market statistics is the absence of statistics. There are no detailed and up-to-date statistics of employment.

The statistics for claimant unemployment quoted are available in full geographical detail, they are available on a monthly basis, and they are available a few weeks after the end of the month. The statistics quoted above for claimant unemployment, for example, are twelve monthly January to December 2005 averages.

By contrast, estimates of local employment are available only an annual basis. The latest statistics available relate to the year 2003. The Government makes many noises about local employment policies. But they are just noises. The statistics that would enable the meaningful formulation and evaluation of local employment policies are not available. 

Every month every employer makes a Tax and National Insurance Return to the Department of Inland Revenue. We could have up-to-date geographically detailed monthly statistics for employment just as we have for claimant unemployment. 

But the ONS has different priorities. The ONS has just published a 200 page review of Employment and Jobs statistics. There is little mention of local employment statistics. The Review largely focuses on the minutiae of comparisons between difference series at the national level. This focus indicates that the meaning the ONS gives to quality is wholly defensive. They want to be able to defend the statistics they produce rather than produce statistics that are needed. 
The Government’s success in managing the economy at a macro level must be acknowledged. But spin, the management of information sources, has covered up the problems. Geographical inequality in the distribution of unemployment has increased. There has been a double failure at the local level in terms of lack of statistics for levels of employment and for job loss leading to unemployment. The macro level success has been is associated with a growth in inequalities and not been used to reduce inequality.

An independent service

How is this spin related to the idea of an independent statistical service? We cannot say what might have happened if there had been a component of public control because there has been none. The ONS/GSS/RSS/Statistics Commission alliance has made a lot of noises about encouraging user groups. But this kind of activity seems to be directed towards user groups joining the alliance. 

John Pullinger, former senior statistician in the ONS and now head of the library of the House of Commons, claims that National Statistics help government to make wise judgments and enable citizens to hold government to account. The question has to be asked whether the adoption of the ILO definition of unemployment, or the lack of local employment statistics, supports wise judgements, or if they enable citizens to hold government to account? The experience of labour market statistics exposes Pullinger’s claim as a Panglossian view. 

A rather different emphasis is given by Tim Holt, former head of government statistics, now President of the RSS. He has written on the need for legislation to support an independent statistical service so we should expect to get fairly clear view as to how to achieve spin-free independence.

Tim Holt believes that the problem is that ministers “motivated by political advantage” interfere with statistics. He wants to strengthen statisticians within government and restrict access by ministers to statistics. I would agree that part of the job of ministers and would point out that the job of government statisticians is to produce statistics that give political advantage. 

Tim Holt also believes that the scope of National Statistics should “remain for Ministers to determine”. This I find surprising. How can there be an independent service if ministers determine the scope of official statistics? If Minister are to be given statutory power to determine the scope of official statistics that surely reduces the statisticians’ function to just being technicians.

I do not find much evidence of ministerial interference in labour market statistics. It is a matter of public record that the lead in favouring ILO unemployment statistics over the claimant count was taken by the RSS and the ONS. As far as I know ministers have not opposed the production of statistics for employment based on Inland Revenue data. Government statisticians had a minister-free opportunity to support the production of local employment statistics in their quality review of employment statistics. But they did not take advantage of this opportunity.

Are numbers working for you? Using statistics in campaigns

There is a note of optimism in the title for this conference that I would like to warn against. The title ‘Are numbers working for you? Using statistics in campaigns’ would be easy to interpret to mean that statistics and campaigns support each other − that statistics and campaigns are generally on the same side of the fence.

That assumption is wrong. In general statistics work for the organizations that produce them. Official statistics under the Labour governmental have increasingly come to represent a government view of society that supports governmental policy. Official statistics are not facts about society, but facts about the government of society. Many sociologists have been saying this for a long time. Perhaps we should have been taking more notice of them.

The sociologists have not developed their ideas in the way that that the Demystifying book did a quarter of a century ago. But the extensive spin of the Labour government give a new opportunity. We could use investigation of the nature of the spin in statistics as a means of identifying the assumptions underlying government policy.

The nature of spin in the case of labour market statistics reveals the extent to which the Government is determined to give priority to macro-economic issues. Concern about unemployment is Old Labour not New Labour. New Labour says that concern about local pockets of unemployment should not interfere with national or regional employment strategies, nor with the trends in the market for housing that appear to be contributing to the growing scale of geographical inequality in the distribution of unemployment. 

The lack of concern about local employment statistics reinforces other indications that New Labour does not favour strong local government. Giving priority to macro policies reinforces many other indications that New Labour is not concerned with the growth of inequalities in British Society.
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