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1. I ntroduction

Continuous learning is now firmly embedded in toéuwre of the British Government
Statistical profession. Learning and developmanttake a variety of forms and the
way that staff learn can change as they progressdhout their careers. In addition
learning and development is also vital for the madgitional staff who support the
government statisticians in their work. This pagesimines some of the issues
affecting learning for these staff and how theseas are being tackled.

2. Background to the Government Statistical Service
i Structure

The British Government Statistical Service (GSSjasentralised and comprises
around 1400 professional statisticians and ovef &@port and other professional
staff employed in more than 30 departments. THe®for National Statistics
(ONS) is the UK’s National Statistical Institutedanas an important role to play in
co-ordinating statistical activities.

The government statisticians are recruited to ansomstandard and are required to
follow the same competence framework and the saomgiriiing Professional
Development policy.

Whilst statisticians are employed by individual dgments there is a culture in the
GSS for them to be able to move freely throughdgavernment departments. In
this way they are able to widen their skills andwiedge, increase their flexibility
and network constructively. In order to facilitdéités all vacancies, wherever
possible, are made available to staff throughoeiGBS.

There are, in addition, much larger numbers of steffoss the GSS who, whilst not
professional statisticians, support the statistii@ the production of government
statistics. These staff vary from junior admirasitre staff to staff who are very
skilled and experienced in individual areas ofistiafl production. There is

currently no overall GSS learning strategy for éhswff — their needs are determined
at departmental or individual level. However th8S5s beginning to address this



issue and ONS has a programme of training to dpwiéleir skills and prepare them
for more technical and senior statistician poste (sara 5).

ii. Drivers

The GSS is driven by a need for staff with highlqyg@rofessional and statistical
skills. The Head of the Civil Service has expredsis desire for good quality
analysis to be used routinely in developing poéiag in operational delivery.
Government statisticians need to be able to wotk tdth other analysts and policy
makers to achieve this.

iii. Changing background

There has been a reduction in the number of mattiesrend statistics graduates in
the UK, so the GSS is increasingly recruiting yograduates from other disciplines
that include some statistical content, such astiRdggy or Geography. However this
can mean that a number of new recruits do not avaye the statistical knowledge
that managers expected. This in turn has meane#nly statistical training has
sometimes had to concentrate on filling basic gapsowledge. However,

recruiting staff from the wider social sciencealso an acknowledgement that skills
and experience other than statistical techniquey as written ability, good
communication, assimilating evidence and reseaxpkréence, are important in a
government statistician.

In addition the nature of government statisticatkmoas changed. There is increasing
emphasis on working with other analysts and patiakers and a need to be aware of
the needs of customers. Information technologshenging and new statistical
techniques developed. These changes need todgnised when considering a
learning path for statisticians.

3. Career thinking and career paths

We have approacheaxdreer thinking as the broad framework that is used to develop a
statistician’s career arwreer paths as being concerned with the implementation of
that framework.

i. Career thinking
Government statisticians

The traditional framework for the career of a statian depends on whether they
have been recruited through the Fast Stream sctwhieh allows accelerated
promotion for the most able young graduates) oMha& Stream. In both cases
young statisticians are expected to reach the Evwaliddle management. All staff
have the opportunity to apply for Senior Civil Seevposts if they have the skills and
competences but the Fast Stream staff are expetted recruited to have the ability
to reach these grades. Consequently at recruitmest Fast Streamers have the
expectation that they will reach the most seni@tgo



At the beginning of a statistician’s career they @ncouraged to discuss their career
aspirations with their line managers or statistrnahtors (a more senior statistician in
the government department) and assess their agdisst the appropriate competence
framework. They should look for work, either withimeir existing posts or in a new
one, that will help develop their skills in therfrawork that need developing and help
prepare them for promotion. In addition they neete aware of the requirements of
the Professional Skills for Government (see 4.0W¢land select posts that will help
develop these more general skills. A formal exagblthis advice-giving is in ONS
Methodology Directorate, where a higher grade nmestassigned to a member of
staff and, together, they develop a career plathismentee for the forthcoming 3 to
5 years.

Posts in government departments are normally openst@ff across the GSS, so
statisticians can develop their skills elsewhetbédir own department doesn't offer
appropriate opportunities.

Their planned career path, in association withrélgelirements of PSG and the
competence framework, becomes the driver for tmitinuous learning.

Support staff

The position for support staff varies with depamingnd with their own particular
specialism. Most staff are likely to have a corepee framework that they are
expected to follow, although it may not necessaigcifically reflect the technical
nature of the posts. Some areas have formal csireetures that staff can follow,
but frequently the only way to progress furthethia GSS is to join the professional
statistician group — an option that may not alwaggossible if they lack the
necessary educational qualifications.

ii. Career paths
Government statisticians

There is no single standard path for a statistisiaareer. There are 1400 staff, all of
whom have different skills, needs and aspiratiolisd, ultimately, there are not
always sufficient senior posts for those who mageomave aspired to them.

In addition, as their career progresses, othercéspé their life are also likely to
change and their aspirations might also changeeSaill, for example, still aspire to
very senior posts, accepting the possible sacsificeéerms of work-life balance and a
reduction in the technical content of their jobattare likely to occur. Others are
happy to remain in middle management posts, perb@psming topic experts if the
financial and other rewards are sufficient. Theylass likely to move around the
GSS. At this point they still have to maintainitheon-specialist skills, such as
people and project management, but are othervkisly lio concentrate on furthering
the technical and statistical skills required togit particular area of expertise. This
can cause problems if they do decide to move postny reason, for example if
their post is relocated to another part of the tgunThey may have problems finding
another post in a similar topic area and may barokyl as too narrow for a number
of available posts.



Support staff

The support staff have a wide range of career tys@sne work only for a brief

period in the statistical areas, and develop stil$ are simply required for their
posts. Others work for a number of years and beocexperts or managers in aspects
of the statistical process, developing their skdla high degree as they do so. Some
of these areas develop their own career structurthése staff, but in many cases
there is little that is formally organised for thestaff and they have to develop their
own careers. Some staff who are interested imeecén statistical production use an
informal implementation of the mobility policy fodrnn professional group. Using
the performance appraisal systems, they asses®theistrengths and weaknesses.
They look at the opportunities that are availablaripally within their own
departments but sometimes elsewhere) and move gdtsttend appropriate
training. They consequently develop their skilisl @ain relevant experience and are
thus able to progress to middle management gradkbeyond.

4. Framework for continuous lear ning for government statisticians

The GSS has developed a framework for statistidimosder to help them and their
managers direct their learning. It is based arauoiyil service wide analysis of the
skills required by managers and a statistical caernme framework and is supported
by a continuous professional development initiatiféese are described in more
detail below:

i Professional Skillsfor Gover nment

This is a government wide initiative that sets thiet skills that all managers are
expected to have. By using the framework civiVaats, including statisticians, can
find out the mix of skills and experience they dddiave in their current jobs, and
what skills they might need to gain in order toradaroles or seek promaotion.

The framework covers:

» leadership

» core skills (which include people management, ptag@d programme
management, financial management and analysissindfievidence)

» professional skills (the GSS Competence Framews®& below- is used to
identify these for statisticians) and

» Broader experience. This might include workingipolicy area if most of a
member of staff's previous experience had beefoirgxample, operational
delivery.

ii. Competence framework
The GSS introduced a competence framework in 20Q0@&re are 4 levels:

» Junior statisticians within a year or so of theibemg of their career



* More experienced junior statisticians after 3 gedrs
* Middle management, main grade statisticians
» Senior management statisticians

The framework is divided into different aspectshe work of a statistician:
» Data collection
» Data analysis and interpretation
» Dissemination
» Professional issues

Statisticians are expected to meet the competergsst out in the framework and if
they are weak in any area would be expected tacpzate in learning activities in
order to improve their skills.

We aim to review the framework in the next yeasorto ensure that it has kept pace
with the changing face of work in the GSS.

i . Continuing Professional Development (CPD)

All statisticians are expected to participate irDCFPhey have to undertake a
minimum of 60 hours per year, at least half of watstiould be statistical learning.
Learning is interpreted widely and does not simptlude formal training. Learning
must be discussed and agreed with a statistician@snanager or statistical mentor
and statisticians should be aiming to developskifi set out in the competence
framework. All learning should be recorded in g lmok, which is also looked at by
statistician selection panels. An individual'statte to their CPD will be taken into
account when considering their suitability for apo

5. L ear ning and development for statistical support staff

There are no government wide frameworks for theeltgament of support staff that
are comparable to those of the government stasistgroup although the
Professional Skills for Government initiative isedsy departments to inform their
departmental frameworks for more junior staff. ®otepartments, such as ONS,
have a wide range of training available, from basimeracy training through
academic qualifications in mathematics and stafigt specialised statistical courses.
Departments frequently develop training which ieafically tailored to the needs of
the job and many are also supporting staff who waatquire formal statistical
qualifications in order that they can join the gowaent statistician group. In
addition, whilst movement across the GSS for supgtaff is not as common as with
the statisticians, opportunities for movement deseaas many posts are increasingly
advertised throughout the civil service.

The issues surrounding the learning and developofentpport staff are currently
being considered by the GSS Human Resources Copemitt

6. M ethods of lear ning for the Gover nment Statistician Group



The CPD initiative makes it clear that learning €loet simply revolve around
attendance on courses. Such attendance is impoftaaurse, but learning also takes
place at events such as conferences, in semirgasised in the work place, in
private research and whilst doing new tasks dutiegnormal working day.
Statisticians are reminded that all of these medtaod vital (and to include them in
their CPD log).

i Use of secondments

Secondments have frequently been used as a wavelaping a statistician. The
secondments can take a number of forms - it may dieort period in another
government department in an area related to theient area of expertise or could be
a period ranging from a few months to a coupleezfrg in a National Statistical
Institute. It could be a period in a totally diéat employment sector. Secondments
allow statisticians access to different cultured different ways of working.

However whilst they are popular with individual mieens of staff and seen as a good
development opportunity by many managers, finaraabktraints often mean that
proposed secondments do not take place. Therdomag-one to back fill the post
created by the secondment or, if someone wishgs &sewhere, neither the sending
nor the receiving institution may be able to fuhd move.

ii. Developing formal learning opportunities for statisticians

Formal qualifications in statistics, such as tlve-year, part-time MSc in Official
Statistics (run jointly by ONS and the UniversifySputhampton), are available for
government statisticians. However many, especsslthey proceed through their
careers, are not able to devote the time to suehgihy qualification and it may not
necessarily provide them with the specialist skillsy need for their particular posts.
The GSS is consequently working with Methodologyi§lon of the Office for
National Statistics to develop a framework of statal learning. This will aim to
identify appropriate training for each stage ofadistician’s career, linked to the
requirements of the competency framework. Attendatcsuch courses will provide
an indication that the statistician should haveed an appropriate point when
assessing competence. Once this approach is eddemk will take place to
identify current training events to support thexfeavork or, where none exists, to
design and deliver appropriate training. This infation will then be made available
across the GSS.

There are in addition existing learning initiativfes staff. These include:

» All professional statisticians are expected toratte three day residential
induction into life in the GSS. As well as disdngsareas such as the UK
statistical infrastructure it covers topics sucltareer planning and personal
development.

» Conferences are organised both for junior stat#stcand more senior
managers on a regular basis. These allow stéistico network, learn from
each other and hear about new developments in igonaatt statistics.

» The GSS is working with the Royal Statistical Socierofessional
Development Centre to develop short, one or twq dayrses on areas of
interest to government statisticians;



* Encouraging departments to develop seminars ondapiwhich they have
particular expertise and opening them to statetigiacross the GSS

* ONS Methodology Division is establishing a consuitaservice whereby
they can work with individual departments to depefailored short courses
appropriate to their needs

The GSS is also working with other analytical gwathin government, such as
economists and social researchers, to open upftmmal learning events to
interested analysts from other professions.

iii. Managed moves

Some government departments, or indeed groupsvefngment departments, develop
their staff's careers by arranging a set of mows/ben departments. Staff, up to
main grade Statistician level, are eligible to mevery 12-18 months and vacancies
are identified that are eligible for the proceSsaff prioritise their preferences and
managers in the departments allocate staff todlsesptaking the preferences into
account. This system allows staff to work in diffiet areas and different
departments, developing their skills and competen&separtments regularly get new
and developed staff without needing to hold timestoning selection panels.

7. Other support for Government Statisticians

Whilst line managers and mentors are the main sswtcareer support and
guidance for statisticians, others are availafilee Statisticians in Government Team
(SiGT), part of the Head of the GSS’s team in ONS$ledicated to issues
surrounding the recruitment and career and praieasdevelopment of government
statisticians. It can provide practical advice ardmples of good practice to staff
and managers when requested. In addition, thasistgtians who are members of
their trade union can access its advice and guelandiow to get the best out of the
PSG framework and how to improve access to higlityuaccessible and accredited
learning opportunities.

8. Summary

The title of this paper indicates that career patigs career thinking influence a
statistician’s continuous learning. Experiencéhim UK shows that this is true - at
least in the early stages of a statistician’s qar&tatisticians make decisions about
their learning based on both the competency framesvhat are in place and on their
aspirations for the long term. However as theieees progress they may need to
review their plans. Changes in government presitrestructuring of departments
and relocation of work, allied with changes in pe circumstances and
preferences, can affect an individual’s prioriti@eir career paths may change and
their learning priorities have to be re-evaluatedrder to meet the new
circumstances.

There is a different picture for many of the supstaff, at least in their early years.
Frequently there is no career plan at the beginofrigeir career as staff are allocated
to vacancies as they occur. However as their ézpeand preferences develop they



identify their strengths and weaknesses and thgetences that they need to work
on. Any learning is directed towards strengthernimage areas. As they reach more
senior grades and develop their expertise theinieg and development strategy may
mirror that of the statistician grades. Theirh#ag and development may reflect
more generic management and leadership roleslptuseted to develop their
specialist skills.

For both sets of staff flexibility is vital. Incasingly no government statistical job is
for life and all staff need to develop skills tlaaé transferable across a range of posts.



