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Overview

• History and background 

• Impact of COVID-19 

• Identifying real-time indicators and their appropriateness?

• Stakeholder engagement

• Dissemination: then and now

• Quality dimensions

• User feedback

• Future work on the horizon
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What instigated the need for “Big Data” and 
Real-time data

• Professor Sir Charles Bean: London School of 

Economics and Political Science

• Big Data 

• Innovation

• Real-time data

• Data Science Campus

• Coronavirus
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Impact of COVID-19 on surveys at the ONS

Businesses shut down

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme

Work from home

Suspension of enforcement

Lower response rates

Some of the surveys affected were:

• Monthly Business Survey

• Construction Outputs Survey

• Labour Market Survey

• Prices surveys
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Two new surveys introduced

Business Impact of 

Coronavirus (BICS)

Opinions and Lifestyle 

Survey (weekly)

➢ Initial sample of 17,786 

➢ Initial response rate of 25-35%

➢ Industry and regional coverage

➢ 10-15 number of questions

➢ Sample of 2,000 individuals

➢ Initial response from 70-80%

➢ Boosted to 4,000 response to enable 

greater regional and demographic

➢ Approx. 30 mins long, COVID focus

Business Individuals
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Two key surveys transformed further

Business Insights and 

Conditions Survey (BICS)

Public Opinions and Social 

Trends Survey (fortnightly)

➢ Sample ramped up to 39,000

➢ Response rate of approx. 25%

➢ Industry and regional coverage

➢ 80 questions, peaking at approx. 90

➢ Sample of 5,000 individuals

➢ Response rate of 50% (no £ incentive 

to ensure sustainability)

➢ Regional and demographic coverage 

continues by pooling waves of data

➢ Approx. 20 mins long, wider 

continuing  policy relevant focus

Business Individuals
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Further “timely” sources for information
• UK flights (EUROCONTROL) d, w

• Online job adverts by region and industry (Adzuna) d, w

• Seated diner restaurant reservations (OpenTable) d, w

• Retail footfall by category (Springboard, BEIS) d, w

• Traffic camera data: vehicles and pedestrians (ONS) d

• GB motor vehicle traffic by type (Department for Transport) d

• UK ship visits by category (exactEarth, ONS) d, w

• Google mobility data d, w

• Company incorporations and dissolutions (Companies House) w

• CHAPS spending on debit and credit cards (Bank of England) d, m

• Value Added Tax turnover and expenditure diffusion indexes (HMRC) m, q

Data science

methods

Administrative

data

Source: ONS - Economic activity and social change in the UK, real-time indicators * Note: (d) daily, (w) weekly, etc.

Third party 

data suppliers
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Working with other government departments

Quality Assurance Group
Department for Transport

Bank of England

Department for Environment, Food 

and Rural Affairs

Her Majesty’s Revenue and 

Customs

Department for Trade

Her Majesty’s Treasury

Fiscal Commission

Devolved Administrations
NISRA

Scottish Government

Welsh Government

Task forces set up to tackle 

specific issues:

Supply Chains Crisis

Brexit and Trade through EU

Cost of Living
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Communicating results: Then

0 10 20 30 40 50

No measures have been taken

Increased working hours

Decreased working hours

Staff are encouraged to work from home

Staff have to work from home

Reducing staff levels in short-term

Recruiting staff in short-term

Measures taken to manage workforce as a result of COVID-19,  
% of businesses responding, UK

9th March to 22nd March, 2020

0.0 10.0 20.0 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0

Yes

No

In the past seven days, have you worked 
from home because of the Coronavirus 

(COVID-19) outbreak?
Great Britain, 20 to 30 March 2020

Source: Business Impact of Coronavirus Survey, Office for National Statistics

Source: Opinions and Lifestyle Survey, Office for 

National Statistics

UNECE Group of Experts on 

National Accounts
9



Communicating results to a wide range of 
audience: Now
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Communication outlets for real-time indicators
Weekly Bulletin Dashboard Datasets

API’s - Developer Hub: developer.ons.gov.uk BETA
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Experimental indicators user and compiler 
guidance

1. How to interpret experimental statistics

2. Labelling experimental statistics

3. Why we publish experimental statistics

4. Experimental statistics evaluation*

*These are short-term real-time indicators and not national accounts statistical concepts
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Communicating quality
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Real-time financial transactions data help 
inform adjustments for CPIH

Source: Revolut and Office for National Statistics Source: Office for National Statistics – Consumer Prices Index 

including owner occupiers’ housing costs

UNECE Group of Experts on 

National Accounts
14



User feedback / Different strands of 
communication

Businesses

➢ CIPD Training firms 

➢ Law firms

➢ Accountancy

Media

➢ Print

➢ Radio

➢ Television

➢ Social media
Academia

➢ Economic Statistics Centre of 

Excellence (ESCoE) projects

➢ Researchers
Enquiring citizen
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Future work

• Shipping indicators of trade and supply chains

• Improved job market indicators

• Expenditure data to measure the digital economy

• CHAPS

• Foreign issued card spend data used by IPS

• Financial transactions data to help meet government needs

• Secondments to the ONS (Alan Turing Institute / ESCoE)

• Integrated Data Platform
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Thank you

Any questions? 

Contact: emelia.d’silva-parker@ons.gov.uk
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