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This brief paper looks at public trust in Canada’s national statistical office.   The first 

section will present recent measures of the level of public awareness of Statistics Canada 

and public perceptions of the Agency.  The second section outlines the practices that have 

allowed Statistics Canada to develop a high level of public trust.  The following two 

sections look at events in the Agency’s recent past that have threatened the public’s trust 

and how Statistics Canada responded to these challenges. 

 

Measures of public trust in Statistics Canada 

 

Every two years, Statistics Canada contracts the services of a private sector survey 

research firm to conduct research into public perceptions of the Agency.  A series of 

questions on perceptions of Statistics Canada
1
 are asked as part of a larger omnibus 

survey.  A core set of questions is kept constant to permit tracking of trends while other 

questions may be added and varied to delve into issues of current interest. 

 

The most recent survey, conducted in the fall of 2007, confirmed that Statistics Canada is 

well known to the Canadian public and that, overwhelmingly, Canadians hold a positive 

view of the Agency.  Some 59% of Canadians were able, unassisted, to identify Statistics 

Canada as the national statistical office (up from 52% in 2005), and 92% were able to do 

so with some prompting (90% in 2005).   

 

Seventy-nine per cent (79%) reported having a very, or somewhat, positive view of the 

Agency (77% in 2005).  Among the most significant reasons given for holding this view 

were, in the words of the respondents: 

 

 Collects important information 

 Have not heard anything bad 

 Has a good reputation / very professional 

 Have found Statistics Canada information useful 

 Identifies important issues/problems 

 Data are helpful to people in jobs/work 

 

These reasons, however naively expressed, suggest the criteria by which Canadians judge 

their national statistical office: relevance, professionalism and integrity. 

 

Some 76% of Canadians indicated that Statistics Canada makes a major or moderate 

contribution to Canadians’ quality of life (72% in 2005).  Eighty-seven per cent indicated 

they would definitely or likely participate in a Statistics Canada survey if solicited (same 

as 2005).  Equally encouraging, only six percent of the one in ten respondents (or 0.6% 

                                                 
1
 The questions used are provided as an annex to this paper. 



  

approximately of the total population) who indicated that they would definitely or likely 

not participate if contacted by the Agency to take part in a future survey cited a lack of 

trust in the department as the reason. 

 

The organization conducting the poll does similar work for other public institutions.  In 

presenting the results, the polling organization advised Statistics Canada that it has rarely 

seen such a high level of trust in a public institution. 

 

How do the public develop their views of government organizations?  The public’s views 

of Statistics Canada were obviously not formed from direct contact with the Agency.  

Only a quarter of respondents indicated having used the Agency’s web site.  Other than 

through the Census of Population, few would have participated in a Statistics Canada 

survey.  Statistics Canada does not engage in public image advertising. 

 

It is our belief that these views were largely formed as a result of news media reports in 

print, broadcast and electronic media which primarily cover information releases from the 

Agency’s statistical programs.  The Internet-based informal media are of growing, but 

still limited, importance in shaping the Agency’s image. 

 

Building trust 

 

The news media have built trust in Statistics Canada by the sheer extent of their coverage, 

which demonstrates the relevance of the Agency’s information, and by their own 

acceptance of Statistics Canada as a credible source of information.  Journalists, and the 

opinion leaders on whom journalists depend for commentary, can undermine the 

Agency’s public image not only by direct questioning of our commitment to such values 

as neutrality/objectivity, relevance, and confidentiality, or by explicitly expressing doubt 

about the accuracy of our data, but even by a simple choice of words that signal doubt.  

The difference between “Statistics Canada reported…” and “Statistics Canada 

claimed…” in media reports can create an environment of trust for the Agency, or a 

corrosive environment of doubt that would ultimately make it impossible for the Agency 

to fulfil its role in Canada’s economy, society and polity. 

 

How, then, has Statistics Canada built this environment of trust with the Canadian public, 

the news media and opinion leaders? 

 

First, and obviously, the Agency is genuinely and fundamentally committed to its values 

of relevance, professionalism, neutrality/objectivity and protection of confidentiality.  All 

decisions are made with reference to these values.  The public’s trust can be unfairly lost, 

but it cannot be unfairly won.  In the words of the Conference Board of Canada, “There is 

no road to trust that does not involve becoming trustworthy”
2
. 

                                                 
2
 Conference Board of Canada. Building Public Trust in Canadian Organizations. Preliminary Findings.  

Ottawa, May 2005.  p.17. The Conference Board in Canada, reacting to frequent poll results warning of 

declining public trust, initiated a research project to understand the underlying causes.  The two documents 

cited in this paper discuss the determinants of public trust in organizations and avenues for building, or 

rebuilding, public trust in an individual organization. 



  

 

Second, these values are part of the corporate culture and are widely diffused throughout 

the Agency.  This is achieved through integration of these values into training courses, 

into key documents, and through frequent repetition and reference.  As a result, 

employees at all levels, in their daily work and without supervisory intervention, reflect 

these values in their own decision-making.  Research further suggests that a reputation 

for a positive working environment also builds public trust: “Leaders interested in 

creating or maintaining public trust should make sure employees are positively engaged 

in their working environment”
3
.  This is another recognized strength of Statistics Canada. 

 

Third, the Agency operates in a very open manner.  In dealing with the news media on 

any topic or issue, the Agency always uses as spokesperson the most knowledgeable 

manager or analyst rather than channel communications through a very small number of 

official spokespersons.  The Agency responds systematically and rapidly to news media 

requests, normally within the same business day and, whenever possible, within the 

journalist’s deadlines.  The Agency publishes and meets release dates for its most 

sensitive economic data.  We work very closely with the news media to facilitate their 

coverage of our information through, media hot-lines, lock-ups and other collaborative 

initiatives.  This relationship with the news media serves to demonstrate what the 

Conference Board has described as “alignment and mutuality of interests” between 

journalists and Statistics Canada, as well as organizational competence which the Board 

has identified as critical factors in building public trust
4
.  Internal documents requested by 

journalists that are not confidential under the Statistics Act or privacy legislation are 

generally made available without requiring the journalist to formally request them under 

Access to Information legislation. Canadian news organizations have indicated that these 

practices of openness are a major factor in building their trust in the Agency. 

 

Fourth, the Agency is proactive in dealing with media reports that unfairly or inaccurately 

call into question the core values of relevance, professionalism, neutrality/objectivity and 

protection of respondent confidentiality.  The Agency invests significantly in real-time 

monitoring of broadcast, print and electronic media reports concerning the Agency and its 

data.  This monitoring has been extended recently to the informal, Internet-based media 

of blogs and web-sites. Generally, Agency communications staff are aware, within 24 

hours, of any negative or erroneous coverage and conveys this information to the 

appropriate program and senior managers. Statistics Canada asks for correction of 

inaccurate or unfair reports and is frequently successful in obtaining corrections. 

 

Finally, when a public concern emerges from an action of Statistics Canada that clearly 

resonates with Canadians and their opinion leaders, Statistics Canada’s management 

intervenes to take quick, decisive and transparent action.  Demonstration of integrity is 

the third critical factor in establishing trust identified by the Conference Board in 

                                                                                                                                                  
 
3
 Conference Board of Canada. Rebuilding Trust in Canadian Organizations. Detailed Findings. Ottawa, 

June 2005.  p.21 
4
 Conference Board of Canada. Building Public Trust in Canadian Organizations. Preliminary Findings.  

Ottawa, May 2005.  p.5 



  

Canada
5
.  In demonstrating its integrity, the Agency, when appropriate, draws on external 

“trust intermediaries” (e.g. privacy commissioners, retired auditors general) to validate its 

positions. 

 

The remainder of this paper describes two such issues and Statistics Canada’s response.  

The first issue concerned the role of Lockheed Martin Canada in the 2006 Census.  The 

second issue concerned errors in the Agency’s Consumer Price Index. 

 

Lockheed Martin Canada 

 

In planning for the 2006 Census, Statistics Canada elected to out-source the design, 

implementation and management of data capture.  This work was tendered to the private 

sector and ultimately awarded to Lockheed Martin Canada following a rigorous and 

standard, government-wide process. 

 

Concern over the award first surfaced in the House of Commons in 2003 when a member 

from an opposition party questioned the Minister responsible for Statistics Canada 

regarding the contract.  The member questioned why a contract for the Canadian Census 

had been given to an American firm (sic), and particularly to a firm known for its role as 

a manufacturer of armaments.  Media coverage of the parliamentary question developed 

the issue into a broader public issue that gained momentum as other opinion leaders and 

interest groups waded into the debate.  A web-site, with a self-described mission to 

“protect and improve Canadian sovereignties and democracy through education, 

dialogue, and advocacy, especially using existing and emerging communications tools”
6
, 

became a focal point for development and promotion of opposition to involvement of 

Lockheed Martin Canada in the Census.   

 

Lockheed Martin Canada is a Canadian subsidiary of an American firm.   Contracting 

rules under the North American Free Trade Agreement would not have allowed the 

government contracting authority to preclude even the American parent from winning the 

contract had it been evaluated as the best bid under the strict process and criteria that 

were applied. This aspect of the issue as originally raised did not develop much traction. 

 

The moral objection expressed by some individuals to Lockheed Martin Canada’s 

involvement in the Census because of the company’s involvement in arms manufacturing 

persisted throughout the Census period.  There was clearly no possible response to this 

issue by Statistics Canada other than to note that the Agency followed a prescribed 

process, that the contract was awarded fairly and that no legal grounds existed for 

excluding the successful bidder.  The issue did not acquire significant momentum. 

 

A dimension was added to the issue after the initial intervention in the House of 

Commons, however, that was more threatening.  Critics of the company’s involvement in 

the Census claimed that the extraterritorial provisions of the United States’ Patriot Act, 

targeted at combating terrorism, could be invoked to force Lockheed Martin Canada to 

                                                 
5
 Ibid. p.5. 

6
 www.vivelecanada.com 



  

reveal any confidential information about individual Canadians to which the company 

would have access under the Census contract.  This dimension of the issue called into 

question a core-value of Statistics Canada, the protection of respondent confidentiality. 

 

Even though reviews by the federal government’s authority for contracting and the 

federal Privacy Commissioner confirmed that the contract provided more than adequate 

protection for respondent information, Statistics Canada ultimately concluded that more 

concrete and definitive action was required.   The contract with Lockheed Martin Canada 

was “de-scoped” to eliminate any involvement of the company in Census data capture 

operations.  The company’s involvement was now limited to development of systems and 

installations.   Statistics Canada re-assumed responsibility for all operations that required 

access to confidential data. 

 

Critics responded to the “de-scoping” by arguing that, given their involvement in 

developing Census systems, Lockheed Martin Canada would be able to breach the 

security of the Census systems.  In response, Statistics Canada commissioned three 

independent security audits of the security of the Census systems developed by the 

contractor.  An external, 2006 Census Information Technology Security Verification Task 

Force was convened, chaired by a former Auditor General of Canada, to receive and 

assess these audits in consultation with the auditors, and arrive at a conclusion as to the 

feasibility of a breach of the security measures protecting confidential Census responses 

by the contractor.  Statistics Canada committed itself ahead of time to publish the task 

force’s report. The task force concluded that “…the data to be gathered during the 2006 

Census using the contractor supplied systems will be secure”.  The task force’s report was 

posted on Statistics Canada’s web-site.  The three underlying reports were not published 

because they contained information that, if known, could constitute a threat to the 

Agency’s informatics security. 

 

Throughout these events and the remainder of the censal period, senior agency personnel 

made themselves available to the news media and opinion leaders to discuss the 

underlying issues.  Contact was initiated with opinion leaders taking position on the issue 

to demonstrate that any perceived risk to confidentiality of respondent information had 

been effectively eliminated.  Responses were sent to news media stories and a news 

release was distributed addressing the confidentiality issue.  Every Canadian who 

spontaneously, or as part of an orchestrated campaign, wrote to express concern about 

Lockheed Martin Canada’s involvement in the Census received a full response.  Once the 

task force’s report was available, they were also invited to consult the report on the 

security issues. 

 

Lockheed Martin Canada successfully completed its reduced-scope contract for collection 

systems and infrastructure.  There was no “climb-down” by critics of the company’s 

involvement.  Both the “armaments manufacturer” and the “threat to confidentiality” 

issues persisted through the censal period, but they did not gather further momentum as 

both the news media and opinion leaders appeared to accept that Statistics Canada had 

acted appropriately and had taken substantial and sufficient measures to protect the 

confidentiality of respondents.   One unsatisfied critic mounted a “Count Me Out” 



  

website, playing on the Census slogan of “Count Yourself In”, encouraging Canadians to 

express their displeasure by making Statistics Canada’s collection of Census data more 

difficult. News media continued to report the issues being raised by various interest 

groups, but did not endorse them editorially or seek to expand the issue. 

 

Ultimately, there is no evidence to suggest that the Lockheed Martin Canada issue had 

any significant impact on Census participation or response. 

 

Error in the Consumer Price Index 

 

As in most national statistical offices, Statistics Canada’s Consumer Price Index is one of 

its most widely used outputs, both by the various levels of government and the private 

sector.  Many benefits, contracts and legal agreements are indexed to one or another 

component of the Consumer Price Index.  As a result, any deficiency or error can have a 

direct financial consequence for significant numbers of Canadians.  The program is 

subject to correspondingly intense scrutiny. 

 

In the spring of 2006, program staff identified an error in the traveller accommodation 

services component of the Consumer Price Index.  This error was rooted in a faulty 

computer algorithm and had persisted over a five year period.  Prior to identification and 

correction of the error, the index showed these prices as declining.  After correction, the 

index showed a 10-15% increase over the five years.  Given the low-weight of the 

component index in the national aggregate index, had the CPI been revised to reflect this 

correction, the average annual change in the CPI would have been 0.1 percentage points 

higher. A change of this magnitude would have been within the estimated statistical 

accuracy of the index.  However, because of the various legal uses of the CPI, the index 

is never revised retrospectively. 

 

After considering various options, and in light of the small overall revision, it was 

decided to note the issue in a footnote, instead of more prominently in the next CPI news 

release. In retrospect, this was clearly a mistake.  

 

The public issue began when a bank economist pointed out the error in a newsletter 

posted on his bank’s web-site.  Several days later, the Dow-Jones newswire repeated the 

story, provoking widespread media coverage, including a front-page story by Canada’s 

most respected English language daily newspaper.  News coverage was sustained at a 

high level the following day as a result of a statement by the federal Finance Minister that 

he planned to look into the incident with Statistics Canada.  In this initial coverage the 

focus was on the error itself, other errors in Agency releases and the impact of the error 

on the Agency’s reputation, alleged in the articles to have been extremely high. 

 

In subsequent days the story lost steam and emphasis shifted to the fact that Statistics 

Canada, as a matter of policy, would not revise the Consumer Price Index retroactively 

and that this would have financial consequences for pensioners and others whose 

benefits, wages or other income were indexed to the CPI. 

 



  

After seven days, the story had largely run its course though the issue continues to be 

periodically raised by the media in relation to indexed pensions.  One journalist submitted 

an access to information request for all documents related to the incident and generated a 

new wave of coverage several months later based on this additional information.  This 

coverage focussed on when the error in the traveller accommodation component was first 

identified, what actions were and weren’t taken, and the transparency with which the 

error, once discovered, was handled in communications with the news media and the 

public. 

 

The news media and opinion leaders developed three themes during this incident.  The 

first was that the egregious nature of the error and the length of time it persisted did not 

seem consistent with Statistics Canada’s reputation for quality.  This theme was 

reinforced by the reference to several other errors in Agency data releases during the 

same time frame. The second was that the Agency did not handle the error with the 

transparency that was expected.  The third was the financial impact arising from Statistics 

Canada’s policy of never revising the CPI. 

 

As the media stories unfolded, senior managers from the price index program and the 

Chief Statistician made themselves available for comment and gave numerous interviews.  

They recognized the error and made no attempt to minimize the error or its consequences, 

though the media were reminded that it would be unreasonable to hold Statistics Canada 

to a standard of zero errors. 

 

Within the Agency, the Chief Statistician took steps to tighten quality control procedures 

and increase oversight on communications with respect to errors discovered in data or 

analysis, subsequent to release.  The Agency also initiated a review to assess the 

soundness of quality assurance processes for nine key statistical programs and to propose 

improvements where needed.  The review was referenced in some media interviews with 

senior Agency managers and the report of the review team was formally released to the 

public in June 2007, a little under a year after the CPI incident.  There was no direct 

media coverage of the report. 

 

As a result of the quality assurance review, Statistics Canada invested in a variety of 

measures to increase data certification efforts, improve certification tools, and identify 

and propagate best practices in quality assurance throughout the Agency.   Procedures 

were also put in place to monitor quality assurance performance, analyze quality 

assurance issues when they occur to identify corrective action, and to manage the 

communication of error reports more effectively.  A Quality Secretariat was created in 

the Methodology Branch as a focal point for these initiatives. 

 

Statistics Canada is by no means “out of the woods” on the data quality issue.   

Journalists and opinion leaders are exhibiting more skepticism with regard to the 

Agency’s reputation for quality.  One journalist, working for a national news agency, is 

using access to information procedures to troll for information about data errors and how 

they have been handled.  Journalists and opinion leaders expect transparency about data 

quality problems, but transparency alone will not save the public’s trust in the Agency in 



  

the face of frequent and egregious errors.  Statistics Canada’s response to the CPI 

incident has therefore emphasized real measures to improve quality assurance as well as 

more rigorous procedures for the communication of errors to data users. 

 

In the previously referenced research conducted by Statistics Canada in the fall of 2007, 

the Agency was also interested in knowing what affect these events, over the course of 

2006 and 2007, had on the general public’s view of the organization.  One in ten 

respondents indicated that they had seen media comments in the past year regarding the 

reliability or quality of Statistics Canada’s data.  Of these, only 14% remembered the 

comments as having been negative (or 1.4% approximately of the total population).  

These results suggest that any erosion of public trust has been marginal, but the CPI 

incident brought home to the Agency the fragility of reputation. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Statistics Canada’s recent experience confirms that public trust in national statistical 

offices is hard won, and easily, and sometimes unfairly, lost.  A strong organizational 

culture, committed in word and deed to values of relevance, professionalism, neutrality 

and protection of respondent confidentiality, is one critical ingredient to building a 

trusting relationship with the news media, opinion leaders and the public at large.  The 

second critical ingredient is a practice of transparency and openness in all public 

interactions. 

 

Statistics Canada also commends periodic measurement of public perceptions of the 

national statistical office and a strong capacity to track issues affecting the office as they 

develop, in real time, as best practices in managing a national statistical system.  These 

are necessary tools to signal the need for, and to guide, management intervention in 

controversies affecting the office. 

 

Looking to the future, one area of concern for national statistical offices has to be the 

growing importance of informal, Internet-based media in shaping public opinion and the 

declining public trust in the more traditional “watchdogs”.  During the 2006 Census, 

Statistics Canada found itself on several occasions dealing with issues that were created 

and/or sustained on the Internet.  The Conference Board of Canada, looking at this issue, 

has written: 

 
The fact that the public is losing confidence in traditional sources of information and verification 

is troubling. All organizations have a clear and pressing interest in reversing this trend. As the 

preceding analysis has shown, the web of public trust that underlies Canadian society depends to a 

significant extent on robust investigative and watchdog bodies. It is not at all clear that emerging 

sources of trusted information—the Internet, word of mouth and NGOs—are sufficiently 

transparent and reliable themselves to take on the full burden of serving as trust intermediaries 

between the public and organizations.
7 

                                                 
7
 Ibid. p.17 



  

ANNEX 

 

Questions used in biennial polling on public perceptions of Statistics Canada 
 

To the best of your knowledge, what is the name of the federal government agency that is 

responsible for collecting statistical information about the Canadian population? 

 

Do you recall hearing or seeing anything about an organization called "Statistics 

Canada"? 

      Subsample: Respondents who did not mention Statistics Canada 

 

Do you recall hearing or seeing anything about an organization called "Statistics 

Canada"? 

 

From what you know or have heard, what does Statistics Canada do? Anything else? 

Subsample: Respondents who recall hearing or seeing anything about an 

organization called Statistics Canada 

 

Would you describe your general impression of Statistics Canada as ...? 

Subsample: respondents who recall hearing or seeing anything about an 

organization called Statistics Canada 

Very positive  

Somewhat positive 

Somewhat negative 

Very negative 

Neither positive/negative 

DK/NA  

 

Why do you say that? 

 

Statistics Canada, also known as Statscan, is Canada’s national statistical gathering 

agency responsible for statistics that help Canadians better understand their country—its 

population, resources, economy, society and culture.  In addition to running the national 

census every five years, Statistics Canada conducts about 350 other studies on all aspects 

of Canadian life. How much of a contribution do you believe these activities of Statscan 

make to the well-being and quality of life of Canadians?  Would you say this work 

makes...? 

A major contribution 

A moderate contribution 

Little contribution  

No contribution at all 

Depends 

DK/NA  

 



  

Have you ever been contacted about, or participated in, a survey conducted by Statscan? 

Yes, census only 

Yes, census and  other surveys 

No 

DK/NA 

 

If you were contacted by Statscan in the future to request your participation in a survey 

intended to anonymously collect information from a random sample of Canadians, would 

you definitely, likely, likely not, or definitely not participate 

Definitely participate 

Likely participate 

Likely not participate 

Definitely not participate 

Depends 

DK/NA 

 

Why would you agree to participate in such a survey? Anything else? 

Subsample: Respondents who would definitely/likely participate in future 

Statscan surveys 

 

Why might you not agree to participate in such a survey? Anything else? 

Subsample: Excludes respondents who would definitely not/likely not participate 

in future Statscan surveys 

 

More and more surveys from Statscan can be completed either online or by using a paper 

format. For example, when Statscan conducts the next Census, you'll receive a letter that 

will include all the information you need to complete the Census online -- including a 

secure, individual access code -- as well as a phone number to call if you'd like a paper 

copy of the survey instead. When you get this letter about the Census, do you think 

you'll...? 

Subsample: Excludes respondents who would definitely not participate in future 

Statscan surveys 

Go on-line and complete the survey electronically 

Call the number and request a paper copy of the survey 

DK/NA                    

 

 

In which of the following ways would you be willing to participate in a Statscan survey? 

Subsample: Excludes respondent who would definitely not participate in future 

Statscan surveys 

a) Through an in-person interview conducted in your home 

b) By telephone 

        c) Over the Internet 

        d) On a paper survey form sent to you by mail 

 

 



  

Of the methods you just indicated, which one of them would you most prefer as a way to 

participate in a Statscan survey? 

Subsample: Respondents who are willing to participate in a Statscan survey in 

more than one way 

Over the Internet 

Paper survey 

Telephone 

In-person interview 

All equally preferred 

No preference 

Depends 

DK/NA 

 

Have you seen, read or heard anything in the news over the past year or so about new 

information coming from Statscan’s 2006 Census? 

 

Can you recall exactly what you saw, read or heard about this? Anything else? 

Subsample: Respondents who has seen, read or heard anything in the news over 

the past year or so about new information coming from Statscan's 2006 Census 

 

Have you seen, read or heard anything in the news over the past year or so about the 

quality or reliability of statistics from Statscan? 

 

Can you recall exactly what you saw, read or heard about this? Anything else? 

Subsample: Respondents who have seen, read or heard anything in the news over 

the past year or so about the quality or reliability of statistics from Statscan 

Unfavourable 

Favourable  

Neutral 

Unrelated/Irrelevant 

DK/NA 

 

From which one of the following locations, do you most often access the Internet, if at 

all? 

At home 

From work 

At school 

Public access (i.e. libraries and  Internet cafes) 

Through friends or relatives 

Not at all 

DK/NA 

 

 



  

In the past year, about how many times would you say you’ve visited the Statistics 

Canada web site: www.statcan.ca, if at all? 

Subsample: Respondents with Internet access 

1 time 

2 times 

3 to 4 times 

5 or more times 

Have visited site but can't remember how many times 

Never  

DK/NA 

 

Were you very, somewhat, not very or not at all successful in finding the statistics or 

information you were looking for on the Statscan web site? 

Subsample: Respondents who have visited the Statscan website in the past year 

Very successful 

Somewhat successful 

Not very successful 

Not at all successful 

Was not looking for any particular information/statistic 

DK/NA                    

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

ESTONIA 
 



 

Marketing surveys at Statistics Estonia  a challenge for changes and basis for 
development 

 
 
 
Background: Statistics Estonia’s stakeholders 
 
Marketing surveys have become an important constituent of the management system of 
Statistics Estonia (SE). The surveys are aimed at elucidating the needs and preferences of 
users of official statistics, as well as their satisfaction with the outcome. Considering the 
survey results SE strives to provide statistical products and services that would satisfy the 
users’ needs most. 
 
SE has classified its stakeholders as follows: 
 

 respondents  legal persons registered in Estonia, branch offices of foreign companies, 
government and local government institutions, sole proprietors and natural persons 
owning real estate, buildings, agricultural land or animals. Respondents are also natural 
persons who volunteer

1
 to respond social surveys. 

 

 users of statistics  all legal and private persons who need statistical information in their 
work to make pertinent decisions, or who take interest in statistical information for “fun”, 
irrespective of whether they have ordered statistical products and services or not. In 
principle, almost everyone can be a user of statistics. 

 
Although SE has distinguished these two groups, in practice their composition overlaps and 
for the agency both are equally important. So, no preference is given by SE to either group 
and co-operation is developed and maintained with them on a similar basis. 
 
Respondents’ commitment is of utmost importance for the smooth production of official 
statistics. The quality of statistics first and foremost depends on the willingness of data 
providers to submit data, as well as on the correctness of the data furnished, not to mention 
their timely provision. Since respondents can at the same time be also users of statistics, SE 
is eager to come up to their expectations for the quality of statistics produced. It is also 
important to keep stakeholders informed of the methodology and methods used in the 
statistics production process. Customers’ satisfaction with the statistical output - this is what 
really matters to us. 
 
Why marketing surveys? 
 
One can gather information about the needs of respondents and users as well as their 
satisfaction with statistics and also SE in different ways. Feedback can be received now and 
again in everyday work, but also during training courses, at presentations and other events 
organized for them. But beyond doubt it is marketing surveys that are a most valuable source 
of information as all major groups of stakeholders are involved. 
 
Conducting surveys is part of communication with customers. From surveys SE extracts 
information about which estimation SE is held in among them. 
But by responding customers can also have a say in designing the statistics production policy. 
 
The surveys are mainly concentrated on the following topics: 

 reputation of SE among customers; 

 customers’ preferences in accessing statistics; 

 customers’ satisfaction with statistical products and services; 
 
The three indicators have been included in most marketing surveys SE has conducted so far. 
There is another survey – the Product Development Survey which is made as occasion 
requires, but usually every two to three years.  

                                                 
1
 Excl. the census. 



 

 
Good co-operation with stakeholders paves the way to the agency’s high reputation among 
them. In fact, these two aspects are closely intertwined, as the high reputation in turn is a 
prerequisite to close co-operation. That is why the users’ estimate of SE’s reputation is 
regularly surveyed. 
 
Statistics are produced for users, for the whole society. Our work would be useless if there 
would be no users of statistical information. In order to be sure that SE produces statistics 
that are relevant and necessary and are presented in an understandable manner, the users’ 
satisfaction with the quality and availability of statistical products and services as well their 
preferences in accessing statistical information are also issues of systematic consideration. 
 
The above-mentioned Product Development Survey is made if ideas and proposals from 
outside are sought to develop a new product or new products. 
 
Strategy of conducting marketing surveys at SE 
 
Although conducting marketing surveys is indicative of the fact that SE considers the 
customers’ opinion important and through surveys it obtains a valuable feedback from them, 
one should not neglect the fact that this is an additional burden for the users. We have to 
follow that the response burden would not be too high. Therefore SE has usually integrated 
indicators of reputation, customers’ preferences in accessing statistical information and their 
satisfaction with statistical products and services in one survey. 
For comparison and trend monitoring purposes the same methodology has been used 
throughout the surveys. 
 
The target groups of marketing surveys are local authorities, ministries, foundations, media, 
educational establishments, scientific institutions and business units. SE has involved no 
private persons yet. However, their inclusion may come in question in the future. 
 
The surveys have provided SE with the following: 

 information to enable analysis of the strong and weak points of statistical products 
and services; 

 ideas to develop new products and services; 

 feedback about decisions taken or to be taken on marketing. 
 

 
The results of the surveys also induce employees of SE to be more customer-oriented. 
 
SE has included special indicators in the questionnaire of marketing surveys to enable 
assessment of its compliance with the principles of 
 

 the European Statistics Code of Practice 

 EFQM Excellence Model 
 
SE like other statistical organisations in the EU is committed to the principles of the European 
Statistics Code of Practice. The set of indicators of good practice for each of the 15 principles 
provides a reference for reviewing the implementation of the Code. SE included some of 
these indicators in its Marketing Survey for the first time in 2006. 
  
The EFQM Excellence Model is a framework for assessing organisations for the European 
Quality Award. It has also become the basis for national and regional Quality Awards, 
including Estonian National Quality Award. Some indicators of the Excellence Model have 
been included in SE’s marketing surveys to monitor and assess the performance of the latter.  
 
The marketing surveys also furnish SE with the information on how quality aspects of 
statistics are being perceived by customers.. The results serve as an input to the 
implementation of the above principles and to providing relevant statistics. 
 



 

After Estonia restored its national independence in 1991, SE underwent profound 
restructuring in 1993. Along with other novel undertakings the Marketing Survey was 
instituted. The first Survey was made in 1996 and by today altogether 19 such surveys have 
been conducted. 
 
The surveys have been made as follows: 

 Statistics Estonia’s Reputation Survey 1996, 1998, 2001 

 Journalists’ Satisfaction and Needs Survey 2002 

 Survey of Enterprises’ and Institutions’ Relationship with Media 2003, 2004, 2005, 
2006, 2007 

 Statistical Information Users Survey at SE’s Information Center 2004 

 Population Statistics Users Survey 2005 

 Official Statistics User Survey (within the European Statistics Code of Practice) 2006 
 
Feedback on product development issues has been extracted from the surveys below: 

 Statistical Yearbook of Estonia CD-ROM Survey 2000 

 SE’s Web Page Usage Test 2002  

 Visual Identity Survey 2002  

 Statistical Information Users Survey 2003 

 SE’s Public Statistical Database Usage Test 2003 

 Electronic Data Collection System eSTAT Survey 2006 

 Printed Publication Development Survey 2007 
 
Outcome of surveys  

 
Customers’ feedback received from marketing surveys has induced SE to apply the following 
strategic improvements to its practice of statistics production and dissemination. 
 

 All statistics produced are primarily published in the public statistical database on the 
SE’s website. Marketing surveys have been indicative of the users’ preference for 
electronic access to statistical information. Hence, the statistical database’s structure is 
being regularly elaborated and improved to make it as user-friendly as possible. 

 

 Publications are equipped with analytical overviews. Information sheets, which can be 
accessed on the website, are concise analytical overviews of a specific statistical domain. 
SE places great emphasis on increasing the share of analytical publications of its output. 

 

 SE has made and is making every effort to accelerate the process of statistics production 
since there is a need by users to get statistical information faster and faster. To this 
effect, SE has developed an electronic data collection system eSTAT which enables 
statistical reports to be completed and submitted on-line. 

 
 A new visual identity of SE was worked out and introduced in 2006. Also customers’ 

proposals were taken into account in its design. The new visual identity should convey 
the community a message of SE being an innovative and user-friendly organisation that 
holds its stakeholders’ needs and satisfaction in high esteem. 

 

 Quite recently SE’s web page underwent renewal to allow statistical information to be 
accessed easier and to provide more detailed metadata for the purpose of interpretation 
of statistics. 

 

 Customers are trained to better find, use and interpret the information contained in the 
statistical database. In 2008 a comprehensive training program will be implemented. This 
will lay the basis for more systematic training activities. 

 

 A booklet "Access and Use Statistical Information" has been published and a consulting 
service is offered to customers to help find home and European statistics on SE’s and 
Eurostat’s website, respectively. 

 



 

 
Communication of the results of surveys 
 
The surveys are usually conducted by the Marketing and Dissemination Department who is 
responsible for product development and cooperation with customers. At SE the results of 
surveys  

 are first introduced to the management of SE 

 if deemed necessary the presentation is also made to the rest of the staff 

 a full report of survey results is made available on the Intranet and its printed version, at 
SE’s Information Centre 

 the summary of the survey report is made available on the website and in the annual 
report of SE 

 survey results are discussed to find solutions to the problems raised by consumers. 
 
 
Official Statistics User Survey (European Statistics Code of Practice) 2006 
 
Countries that have committed themselves to adhere to the principles of the European 
Statistics Code of Practice and that had not made the above User Survey yet, conducted it in 
2006. So did SE. 
 
The survey aimed at elucidating how people estimated the quality of national statistical 
products which form part of European statistics. The results are indicative of the users’ trust in 
official statistics. 
 
To make the survey, a web-based questionnaire was prepared. This contained questions 
suggested by Eurostat and those of SE’s surveys. Respondents were institutions with whom 
SE’s annual statistical work programme is coordinated, and persons who subscribe to SE’s 
publications and use its services. The selected respondents were contacted via e-mail or by 
phone, asking them to provide particulars of a person who would complete the questionnaire. 
Then all respondents were sent e-mails equipped with the link to the questionnaire on SE’s 
web page.  
 
 
SE as a provider of statistical information 
 
Average estimations, 10-point-scale 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SE as a provider of statistical information was rated as professional, reliable and prone to 
development. Taking into account customers’ needs was rated lower. Research and 
academic institutions were the most satisfied group of users, while enterprises’ respective 
estimates were the lowest. 
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Sources of official statistics 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The public statistical database and printed publications are sources which are referred to in 
the first place. This is also seen in the diagram. Of all groups of users, it is research and 
academic institutions, public sector and enterprises that use the database and printed 
publications most. 
 
 
Purposes of using official statistics 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Most often official statistics are used to make short-term decisions and to analyse trends to 
design long-term policies. 
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In conclusion, the Survey demonstrated that the work of SE was rated quite highly by the 
users (the average mark given in a 10-point scale was above 6, while most fell in the range of 
7–10).  
 
Different groups of users employ statistics for different purposes. The statistical database and 
printed publications were the most preferred sources of statistical information. Both modes of 
output were estimated quite highly. Timeliness leaves to be desired. Discontent can be 
accounted for the long data processing process. Users of official statistics would like to have 
statistical information quicker and quicker. 
 

More detailed regional statistics, methodological explanations and statistical analyses – these 
are also issues which should be addressed with due consideration. 
 
Although much in SE’s work needs improvement and can be improved, the agency’s position 
among the other NSIs is quite good as the results of the survey carried out by the European 
Commission (Eurobarometer) show. Of about 1,000 people interviewed in Estonia, almost 
60% claimed that they trusted official statistics. With this figure Estonia is placed sixth among 
the EU countries. 
 
 
Surveys in the future  
 
Conducting surveys is the prime activity of any statistical organisation. SE is no exception. 
Marketing surveys constitute an important part of work. Based on its strategy and 
internationally recognized quality standards SE has developed indicators to be regularly 
monitored. The systematic feedback from users is necessary to assess the performance of 
SE. All this will allow better achievement of the goals set. 
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Statistics Finland’s corporate image survey, backgrounds and 

implementation 

A. History and backgrounds  
The first Statistics Finland’s corporate image survey was carried out in 1975. 

The motivation for collecting information on the public’s familiarity with 

Statistics Finland and its corporate image stemmed from the recent estab-

lishment of Statistics Finland’s permanent interview organisation, whose 

work was based on the voluntariness of the respondents. As respondents 

were sent advance notice of interviews, it was important to know what kind 

of an image Statistics Finland had among them. That image partly defined 

the manner in which respondents reacted to a message from Statistics 

Finland. 

Underlying the survey was also the renaming of the agency from the Central 

Statistical Office of Finland into Statistics Finland in 1970. The change in 

the name offered a partial explanation to why the familiarity of Statistics 

Finland was very low in the first survey; only some 50 per cent of respon-

dents recognised Statistics Finland. 

Two surveys were carried out both in the 1970s and in the 1980s. In the 

1980s the survey was linked also with the dissemination of data. As the re-

sults indicated Statistics Finland was fairly unknown to a large part of the 

population, the conclusion was to promote its familiarity and develop mar-

keting and services. 

In the 1990s the image survey was established as a part of Statistics 

Finland’s operational environment sounding process. It was scheduled to be 

carried out every few years; recently it has been conducted every second 

year.  

B. Implementation of the survey 

Frequency and distribution of tasks 

The image survey is carried out every second year in March-April. The sur-

vey questions have been designed by Statistics Finland, but the implementa-

tion of the survey has been outsourced. The implementation is put out to 

tender at regular intervals, the current contract covers the surveys in the pe-

riod 2005-2009. Reasons for outsourcing include cost efficiency, the know-

how and ready infrastructure of poll surveys in specialised organisations as 

well as a need to ensure the impartiality and credibility of the survey – Sta-

tistics Finland cannot survey its own corporate image. 

The contractor organisation implements the survey and delivers the materials 

to Statistic Finland in the agreed format (distribution tables grouped by the 

agreed background variables). 
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Survey target group and sampling 

The target group of the survey consists of Finnish residents aged 15 to 79, 

the Åland islands excluded. The survey is carried out as a computer assisted 

face-to-face Omnibus interview (the interviewers use PC’s). 

The representativeness of the sample is ensured with the same methods the 

contractor research institutions apply to other surveys they carry out. The 

sample is drawn with three-stage sampling. In the first stage a municipality 

sample of some 100 municipalities is drawn by region and type of munici-

pality. In the second stage a so-called address-based system is used in which 

clusters of five interviews are formed around randomly selected addresses. 

In the third stage discretionary allocation by age and sex is applied to the 

sample to make it correspond to the population distribution. The size of the 

sample is around 1,000. 

The respondents are requested for i.a. the following background variables, 

on the basis of which the results are grouped and presented: 

age group 

labour market position 

occupation 

marital status 

size of household 

annual income of household. 

The questions and how they have been revised 

The contents of the survey have remained mostly unchanged. In 1999 the 

structure of some of the questions was revised to allow better for time series 

comparisons, but the actual contents were kept unchanged.  

The survey has always consisted of two main parts. The first part has looked 

at the level of familiarity of Statistics Finland with questions that have 

stayed nearly unchanged, and the second part has addressed the view the 

citizens hold of the activities of Statistics Finland. At times additional ques-

tions on i.a. the citizens’ understanding of key statistical concepts (inflation, 

unemployment, etc.) have been annexed to the survey. In recent years re-

spondents have been asked where they would look for statistical information 

if they needed it. 

The surveys carried out in 2005 and 2007 contained a total of 11 questions, 

of which  

1 concerned the familiarity of Statistics Finland 

1 concerned the familiarity of data, products or services produced by Statis-

tics Finland 

2 concerned Statistics Finland's role in society and its general corporate im-

age 

necessity  

openness (activity as informer) 

5 concerned the quality of Statistics Finland’s data 

reliability 

objectivity 

relevance (do they describe important phenomena) 
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intelligibility 

timeliness 

1 concerned the quality of communication; are citizens given enough infor-

mation about what different statistical data mean? 

1 concerned the mode of searching for data; where would you begin to look 

for statistical data? (open-ended) 

For example, the general level of familiarity has been examined with a card 

given to the respondents with the names of some 10 organisations and an as-

sociated question on which of the organisations they recognise. The respon-

dents who recognise an organisation have been asked a further question on 

whether they think it a state, municipal or private institution. As regards Sta-

tistics Finland, respondents have also been asked what they think Statistics 

Finland does. The list or organisations has been revised somewhat over the 

years as the names of organisations have changed. For the purpose of con-

trol, one non-existent organisation has been included in the list. Roughly 

one-third of respondents recognise that as well. 

The remaining questions are, for the most part, multiple choice questions. 

C. The results and reporting them 

The results have remained very similar from survey to survey. The changing 

of the contractor organisation has not had a significant effect on the results. 

The long-term trend has been that the proportion of respondents who are fa-

miliar with Statistics Finland has grown and respondents’ confidence in it 

has increased. The significant increase in the educational level of the popula-

tion during the survey years has contributed to this.  

When the results are ready, they are reported in Statistics Finland’s man-

agement group, which also discusses the backgrounds of the results, the rea-

sons for any changes and eventual measures to be taken. 

The results and a concise summary based on them are accessible to the entire 

personnel on the intranet. In addition, the results and surveys are reported on 

in the personnel magazines (general personnel magazine, field interviewers’ 

magazine). 

The results are used i.a. in communications with internal and external stake-

holder groups when informing them about Statistics Finland’s position in 

society and its corporate image, the citizens’ view on quality of statistical 

data and their reliability as well as the general significance of statistical data.  

The results also demonstrate and measure Statistics Finland's legitimacy i.a. 

in the contexts of general corporate image communications, stakeholder 

group co-operation and customer communications. 

D. Key results 

See ppt-presentation. 
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Annex: Statistics Finland’s corporate image survey – questions in 
2005 and 2007 
 
 
ALL RESPONDENTS 
 
 
100. I would like to begin by asking some questions about certain companies. This card has a 
list of names on it. Which names are familiar to you, which ones have you heard talked about or seen 
somewhere? 
1) Edita 
2) Hansel 
3) Stakes 
4) TietoEnator 
5) Tilastokeskus (Statistics Finland) 
6) TNS Gallup 
7) Valtiokonttori 
8) Valtion keskusrekisteri 
9) Väestörekisterikeskus 
10) Doesn’t recognise any of the names 
11) Don't know 
 
102. Next I would like to ask you about Statistics Finland. In your opinion, what does Statistics 
Finland do? Can you remember the names of some of its statistics, products or services? 
 
104. Do you think Statistics Finland is…? 
1) Necessary for the whole society 
2) Useful only to a small number of Finnish residents 
3) An unnecessary institution 
4) Don’t know 
 
106. How would you asses the amount of information Statistics Finland offers on its activities? 
1) Far too little 
2) Slightly too little 
3) Enough 
4) Too much 
5) Don’t know 
 
108. Do you think Statistics Finland’s statistics describe important phenomena? 
1) Generally yes 
2) Some of them describe important matters, some are unnecessary 
3) Most of the time they include unnecessary information 
4) Don’t know 
 
110. Do you think the data produced by Statistics Finland are...? 
1) Very reliable 
2) Rather reliable 
3) Rather unreliable 
4) Very unreliable 
5) Don’t know 
 
112. And do you think the data produced by Statistics Finland are...? 
1) Usually well up-to-date 
2) Usually reasonably up-to-date 
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3) Usually too old 
4) Don’t know 
 
114. And are the data produced by Statistics Finland...? 
1) Always objective 
2) Mostly objective 
3) Sometimes objective, sometimes partial 
4) Usually partial 
5) Don’t know 
 
116. In your opinion, how do statistics seem to an average citizen? 
1) Easy to understand 
2) Rather easy to understand 
3) Rather difficult to understand 
4) Nearly or completely impossible to understand 
5) Don’t know 
 
118. Do you think citizens get enough information about the meaning of statistical data? 
1) Usually yes 
2) Sometimes yes 
3) Usually not 
4) Don’t know 
 
120. Where would you start searching for statistical information? 
OPEN-ENDED, DO NOT READ OUT THE ALTERNATIVES 
1) The library 
2) Statistics Finland 
3) The media 
4) The Internet 
5) Some other source? (SPECIFY) 
6) Don’t know 
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Population‘s awareness
of products and services

8%Subject-Matter Series

27%individual evaluations

25%leaflets and brochures

6%website

26%Data Report

49%Statistical Yearbook
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Tasks as perceived by the population

8%disseminating data

27%monitoring/controlling

64%producing data/compiling statistics

6%
strengthening democracy

through objective data
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Image among customers and respondents
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Logo and message:
Connotations of customers

school/education centre

political parties

calculating

counting

toy

not state-of-the-art in technological terms

Only 2% of the customers were aware of

slogan “Zahlen für alle”.
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Destatis tasks as perceived by customers

20%evaluating data

58%disseminating/publishing data

66%producing/collecting data

8%analysing data
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Customer confidence in Destatis

very high high

neither… 
nor

low

29% 57% 12% 2%
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Destatis image among customers

innovative Information provider

customer-oriented

politically independent

scientifically independent

neutral und objective

competent 87%

82%

72%

67%

57%

51%
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87%
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consider Destatis competent
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improve

57%

51%

consider Destatis customer-oriented

consider Destatis innovative
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Summary 

 

With increasing emphasis on evidence-based policymaking, and effective 

performance management, official statistics have a greater importance than ever 

before, and ever increasing scrutiny is placed upon them. Statistics must therefore be, 

and be seen to be, of the highest quality and integrity. It is therefore critical that 

National Statistical Institutes (NSIs), such as the UK Office for National Statistics 

(ONS), seek to ensure that their outputs are of a high quality and are trusted. But what 

do we mean by trust in official statistics? Why does it matter? And importantly, how 

do we measure it?  

 

This paper explores these questions in a UK context, looking at the relationship 

between trust and confidence and at ONS‟s efforts to measure these characteristics. It 

also summarises efforts in the UK to enhance public confidence in official statistics. 

 

 

1 Introduction - what do we mean by trust in official statistics? 

 

1.1 The concepts of public trust / public confidence in official statistics are widely 

used but are difficult to define and to measure.  

 

1.2 In their 2003 study, „Trust in public institutions‟, MORI sought to define 

public trust in terms of government institutions. It was proposed that people‟s 

perceptions of public services had two distinctive dimensions. Firstly, the 

honesty or trustworthiness of the information provided by the service. 

Secondly, satisfaction with the service provided. The report concluded that 

with regard to public services „trust is synonymous with confidence and is 

based on the outcome of the service and the way it is delivered‟ (Duffy et al, 

2003). 

 

1.3 The constructs used in this paper are a little different.  When we are talking 

about public trust (in official statistics) we are focusing on the integrity of the 

statistical system itself; when we talk about public confidence (in official 

statistics) we are focusing on the competence of the producers and the quality 

of the products. This distinction becomes important when we want to develop 

improvement strategies. 

                                                 
1
 The author acknowledges the contributions from ONS colleagues, particularly Ben Whitestone, 

Richard Laux and Tim Clode. 



 

1.4 In addition there are external elements which impact on public trust, such as 

perceptions as to how the statistics are used by politicians or by the media. 

Such factors are not necessarily related to the soundness of the system or the 

quality of the products themselves. 

 

1.5 Trust and confidence, although closely related, are therefore separate issues 

and are influenced by different factors. For example, an individual may be 

confident that the statistics produced are accurate, relevant, objective, 

accessible, timely and so on - but they may still not trust the official statistics 

which they are presented with, perhaps due to perceptions of misuse or 

selective use by politicians or the media. 

 

1.6 When we are seeking to measure and improve trust or confidence in official 

statistics we cannot therefore limit ourselves to considering trust in the NSI or 

confidence in the products of the NSI alone.  We must also consider trust in 

the national statistical system as a whole and the impact of trust in other 

institutions, including the government itself, on trust in official statistics 

 

1.7 The importance of addressing trust/confidence in the system as a whole is 

particularly important in the UK, because our decentralised statistical system 

means that official statistics are being produced by many different government 

departments and agencies.  A lack of confidence in the outputs of any of these 

departments will influence the reputation of the official statistical system and, 

ipso facto, of the NSI. 

 

2 Why are trust and confidence important? 

 

2.1 A national statistical system produces statistics for a variety of purposes, not 

just to inform government decision making but to serve a much wider variety 

of stakeholders including business, the media, academics and the general 

public.  Statistics have a greater importance than ever before, and ever 

increasing scrutiny is placed on them. Statistics must therefore be, and be seen 

to be, of the highest professional quality and produced with integrity. 

 

2.2 The mission of the ONS is to: 

 

“Improve understanding of life in the United Kingdom and enable 

informed decisions through trusted, relevant, and independent 

statistics and analysis.” 

 

2.3 We firmly believe in the quality of our statistics so we need to ensure they are 

trusted; if they are not trusted they will not be used with confidence. 

 

2.4 So, as an NSI seeking to improve confidence in our outputs and trust in the 

statistical system as a whole, whose approbation – let‟s say trust - are we 

seeking? Is it that of „opinion formers‟, users, the media, the public?  The 

answer is that we are seeking to be a trusted source by all of our customers but 

we must recognise that the current level of trust of these different groups, and 

the factors which influence this level of trust, varies significantly. 

 

 



3 Measuring trust and confidence in UK official statistics 

 

3.1 Improving the standing of official statistics may not be achieved by the same 

means for each of the various stakeholders. For example, the informed user is 

likely to be influenced by quality considerations such as the accuracy, 

consistency and timeliness of the statistics. The general public, on the other 

hand, may have little real understanding of the quality of the product, and no 

means to assess it. Without this knowledge and understanding, they are more 

likely to rely on information from sources which are not necessarily reliable or 

impartial, or from isolated personal experiences. 

 

3.2 It does not therefore follow that an increase in process or output quality will 

affect the level of confidence held by the general public. Other means, such as 

more effective communications, will be far more effective at reaching this 

particular group. However, regular users‟ confidence in official statistics will 

be affected very quickly by any changes in the quality of our products. 

 

3.3 Conversely, some users may in practice not be unduly concerned about 

questions of independence and governance.  Instead they may simply want 

high quality statistics and associated metadata. 

 

3.4 Fellegi (2004) identified three factors required for confidence (we would say 

trust) in a statistical office: 

 Structural factors – organisational independence 

 Statistical factors – sound statistical processes and quality outputs 

 Reputational factors – good communication with stakeholders 

 

3.5 ONS has adapted a Statistics Sweden model which illustrates a similar 

interaction between different factors and their effect on “perceived quality”. It 

shows how business, process and product quality all contribute to the 

customer‟s perception of quality but also affect the organisation‟s reputation – 

which in turn colours the customer‟s perception. 

 

 
 

3.6 This diagram shows that no matter how high the statistical quality of the 

processes or the product, the customer‟s perceived quality, and consequently 



their confidence in the statistics, will be influenced by reputational factors and 

structural factors that are more difficult to influence and to measure. 

 

3.7 In summary then, low levels of quality will reduce confidence directly, and 

will indirectly reduce trust.  But whilst high levels of quality will improve 

some stakeholders‟ confidence, this is not necessarily enough to increase trust.  

 

3.8 If we are to judge the extent of confidence and trust in statistics, and seek to 

improve this level over time, we must overcome these difficulties to produce 

an accurate measure. In early 2004 ONS and the UK Statistics Commission 

agreed jointly to undertake a project to do just this. 

 

3.9 As part of this initiative MORI, on behalf of the Statistics Commission, carried 

out qualitative analysis of 36 interviews with key opinion-formers. The 

opinion-formers were those members of society that have the capacity to 

influence the views of the general public.  They came from a wide range of 

disciplines including the media, Parliamentarians, academia, and the voluntary 

sector.  The objectives of this analysis were focussed on measuring trust in 

official statistics and recorded opinion-formers views on the: 

 credibility and reliability of official statistics; 

 presentation and use of official statistics, 

 key drivers of perceptions; and 

 means of improving public perceptions. 

 

3.10 ONS‟s contribution to this initiative was to qualitatively examine the public’s 

views about official statistics, and to (quantitatively) measure public 

confidence. A module was developed for inclusion in the ONS Omnibus 

Survey, entitled Public Confidence in Official Statistics (PCOS). This module 

was first carried out in 2004 and sought to answer: 

 Do people trust official statistics? 

 What factors affect trust in official statistics? 

 What characteristics are associated with trust and distrust in official 

statistics? 

 

3.11 The survey was again conducted in 2005 and 2007, and will probably be 

continued, so that ONS can monitor changes in confidence over time.  For 

more detail on the specific content of the PCOS survey see Annex A. 

 

4 What do opinion formers think of UK official statistics? 

 

4.1 The main messages drawn from the Statistics Commission‟s qualitative 

analysis of interviews with key opinion-formers are: 

 On the whole, the interviewees believed that the quality of UK official 

statistics is up with the best in the world. But there is a recognition that 

scope still exists for improvement.  

 There was a widely-held view that there needed to be greater distance 

between the producers of statistics and government, possibly with an 

independent regulatory body which would monitor the use of official 

statistics.  

 Growing emphasis on performance indicators and targets has meant that 

official statistics are perceived as sometimes being pushed too far, beyond 

what they are capable of measuring. 



 There is a need for a greater range of comparable statistics for the four 

countries of the UK.  

 Government statisticians could improve their communication with users, 

for example being clearer about the reasons for revisions and providing a 

fuller explanation of the figures. The media could also play a more 

constructive part in interpreting data.  

5 What does the British public think of UK official statistics? 

 

5.1 The results of the 2004 and 2005 PCOS surveys were a wake-up call for the 

UK government and the official statistical system. The 2005 survey, for 

example, identified that: 

 Only 17 per cent – one in six – of those surveyed thought that official 

statistics were produced without any interference from government. 

 Only 34 per cent – one third – felt that government figures were accurate. 

 59 per cent thought that the government used statistics dishonestly. 

 

5.2 The results of the most recent PCOS survey, carried out in March 2007, 

suggested that little had changed: 

 36 per cent felt that government figures were accurate, 33 thought that 

they were not. 

 Only 16 per cent agreed with the statement „the government uses figures 

honestly when talking about its policies‟. 

 

5.3 The most common reasons given by people who disagreed that official 

statistics were generally accurate were that they perceived that the figures 

were manipulated for political purposes, or that they were misrepresented by 

politicians or the media. 

 

5.4 Regardless of whether or not these perceptions are borne out by the facts, the 

negative perceptions themselves are a real problem. The challenge for the UK 

government and the UK statistical community has been to find ways of 

improving confidence and trust in official statistics. 

 

6 Improving confidence in UK official statistics 

 

6.1 ONS has initiated a strategy aimed at enhancing public confidence in official 

statistics (PCOS).  This PCOS strategy identifies the key activities required 

(over and above improving governance arrangements, which is covered in 

section 7 of this paper) to enhance confidence in UK official statistics. 

 

6.2 The PCOS strategy identifies four main strands to focus efforts towards 

enhancing confidence and suggests a number of subsidiary actions – 

summarised here - under each strand: 

 Improve communication infrastructure and capability - for example, to 

make more effective use of the internet. ONS are developing a new central 

publication “Hub”, containing all releases of National Statistics. This will 

make it easier for users to get statistics from one place and will help to 

standardise statistical releases.  Another key part of this strand is to 

consider relative importance of, and what is meant by, „communication‟ 

and to ensure statisticians are fully trained in these areas i.e. emphasise 

media training for statisticians. 



 Develop and maintain effective relationships with opinion formers – 

engage more actively and systematically with Opinion Formers (such as 

journalists) who can influence the public reputation of official statistics, 

and improve the statistical literacy of these key groups. 

 Modernise our product range – develop and promote a clear brand and 

review our products and how they are marketed, develop high profile and 

interesting products, and encourage a culture of innovation – the Personal 

Inflation Calculator being a notable recent example of this sort of 

innovative work. 

 Continue to invest in quality – constantly maintain, review and seek to 

improve the quality of our outputs, even in an era of declining resources. 

 

6.3 This strategy goes some way towards identifying ways to improve the level of 

confidence in official statistics, and more specifically confidence in the 

competence of the producers and the quality of the products.  However, it 

must be viewed in tandem with efforts to improve trust in the integrity of the 

statistical system as a whole. 

 

7 Improving trust in UK official statistics 

 

7.1 Building on earlier reforms the UK Statistics and Registration Services Act, 

which came into force on 1 April 2008, is aimed at reinforcing the quality and 

integrity of UK official statistics. 

 

7.2 At the heart of the reforms is the creation of a new UK Statistics Authority, 

independent of Ministers, and with a statutory responsibility for promoting 

and safeguarding the quality and comprehensiveness of official statistics 

across the UK.  In effect the Authority has replaced Ministers in terms of the 

oversight of the ONS. 

 

7.3 The UK Statistics Authority aims to deliver official statistics of assured 

quality, relevance and integrity, which can be seen by all to be free from 

political interference.  This aim addresses some of the concerns of 

stakeholders that impact on their trust in official statistics. 

 

7.4 As the former ONS Minister John Healy said in Parliament, the UK Statistics 

Authority will need, "where necessary, to challenge Government departments 

and ministers on the quality and integrity of the statistics for which they are 

responsible." 

 

7.5 The scrutiny role of the UK Statistics Authority will be fundamental to 

enhancing trust in the statistical system as a whole.  The Authority must 

develop a Code of Practice and assess all official statistics against this Code. 

Depending upon the degree of compliance, the Authority will then decide 

whether or not to designate the statistic as „National Statistics‟. 

   

7.6 If stakeholders are made aware of the UK Statistics Authority‟s assessment 

function and view it as a method to effectively deliver incisive comment and 

criticism, and constructive suggestions for the way forward, then it could be of 

great benefit to the level of trust in the statistical system. The statistical system 

could be seen to be closely regulated and under constant scrutiny by an 

independent body. 



 

7.7 The establishment of the assessment function of the UK Statistics Authority is 

predicated on the argument that “transparency is king” - that the most effective 

way of ensuring improvement is by exposing limitations.   It is worth noting 

though that there may be a short term price to pay for such transparency, in 

that by shining a light on 'problem' areas there may be disaffection and some 

reduction in trust/confidence.   

 

7.8 The aims of the UK Statistics Authority have already enjoyed some support 

from the media, the public and other key stakeholders.  However, the 

establishment of the Authority is not sufficient in isolation.  Good 

independence/governance is consistent with improving trust in the institutional 

arrangements but must be complemented by other activities in order to 

enhance confidence, as outlined above. 

 

7.9 Only time will tell whether the measures taken by the UK to improve public 

trust in official statistics will have a significant impact. It is a fascinating and 

critical time for UK official statistics!  

 

 

 



 

Annex A 

 

The PCOS survey included the following sections: 

 

 Contextual Information – used to identify the sources of information that 

respondents used to inform their opinions on current affairs (i.e. Family, 

Newspapers, Television, Internet). 

 

 General Trust – used to investigate trust generally (i.e. in institutions or senior 

officials) and give an indication of whether the respondent was generally a trustful 

or mistrustful person. 

 

 Importance of Official Figures – used to assess the perceived importance of the 

contribution official statistics make in decision making in society. 

 

 Levels of Trust (confidence) in Specific Statistics – qualitative work carried out in 

2001 indicated that it was better to ask about particular statistics produced rather 

than official statistics generally (Goddard, 2001). The choice of statistics included 

was intended to provide a well-rounded perspective covering a range of subjects 

and publishers. These were rated on a scale of 0 to 10, where 0 is „do not trust at 

all‟ and 10 is „trust completely‟. 

 

 Reasons for levels of trust (confidence) in specific statistics – respondents were 

asked to give their reasons for their level of trust/distrust in a specified figure. 

This was an open question which was coded by the interviewer from a list of 

response categories, for example: heard/read something bad about the figures; the 

figures are misrepresented or spun by politicians or the media; the figures are easy 

to count/measure. 

 

 Attitude Statements – used to gain a more generalised picture of peoples‟ 

confidence in statistics i.e. whether official figures are generally accurate, whether 

official figures are produced without political interference. 

 

 Reason for disagreeing that official figures are generally accurate – this follow-up 

question was introduced in 2005 to establish why respondents thought official 

figures were inaccurate, answers were recorded verbatim. 

 

(For more information see Simmons and Betts 2006)
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