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Background information
• Earlier this year we carried out a landscape review of government’s use of data. The work 

was designed to support government as it develops its data strategy
• It draws together our experience of data from our studies across government
• Many believe that government can do much more with its data, for example

• These are all good aims
• They sound easy to achieve - but they are not
• Whilst great opportunities exist there are also blockers and constraints that require sustained 

effort to overcome

open data data sharing personalisation
of services

reduction in the
citizen burden 

analytics and cutting
edge technology 
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How we scoped the work 

Part two: strategy 
and leadership A clear strategy in 

place
Leadership and 
accountability

Funding to make 
it possible

2. Have a clear understanding 
of what it is trying to achieve

Part three: data, 
systems and 
processes High quality data

Systems and tools 
which talk to each 

other

Data standards to 
improve consistency

3. Have the infrastructure in 
place to make it work

Part four: 
conditions Capability to 

secure change
Creating a secure 

environment

4. Have the conditions in 
place to make it work

Legislation to 
enable change 

Part one: 
introduction Previous 

initiatives
Benefits of using 

data
1. Understand the current 
landscape

Current 
responsibilities
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Benefits of good data use widely acknowledged 
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Case work

Managing the 
business 

Policy 
development

Data should be accurate at individual level for making 
decisions about benefits entitlements, medical 
treatment, tax liabilities etc

Data should be sufficient quality when aggregated to 
manage the organisation’s performance and make 
plans where to allocate resources

Data should be sufficient quality when aggregated to 
support decisions about how to do things differently in 
the future

Data quality needs vary

Government uses data at different levels
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Many attempts to address and harness data 
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But challenges remain 

• Government does not treat data as a strategic asset
• No single department leads on data improvements across government
• Funding pressures can inhibit progress on data projects

Strategy and 
leadership

Data, processes 
and technology

• Data quality is often inadequate
• A lack of data standards across government has led to inconsistent 

ways of recording the same information
• Legacy systems often only work for the policy they were built to deliver

Conditions for 
success

• Government’s use of data is shaped by the need to keep it secure
• Government has put in place legislation to make data-sharing easier
• Historical ways of working can inhibit progress
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Strategy and leadership 

Government does not treat data as a strategic asset
• DCMS is the only department that refers to data as a strategic asset 

in its 2018 single departmental plan. Five departments of the seven 
we examined in detail have data strategies, and these were of varying 
maturity. 

• By contrast, for government property there are long-term funding 
plans, with publicly available strategies for the whole of government 
collectively and individual departments.

No single department leads on data improvements across 
government
• Responsibility for data policy and data ethics sits within DCMS. The 

Government Digital Service (GDS) and the Office for National 
Statistics also have an interest in data policies and provide support to 
departments. Range of other bodies involved. 

Funding pressures can inhibit progress on data projects
• Data projects have sometimes been set aside when funding is under 

pressure. 
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Data, processes and technology

Data quality is often inadequate
• Effectiveness of programmes can be compromised because data quality 

is poor. 
• It takes manual effort to make the data usable and to extract the relevant 

information. 

A lack of data standards across government has led to inconsistent 
ways of recording the same information
• A lack of standards across government has led to inconsistent ways of 

recording the same data. 
• The problem is replicated in local areas where information is recorded 

differently across local and constitutional boundaries. 

Legacy systems often only work for the policy they were built to deliver
• Even within the same department, data cannot be extracted or shared 

easily. A lack of common data models and standards within and between 
departments makes it difficult and costly to combine different sources of 
data. 

• Some government departments have not always prioritised replacing 
older technology, but until they do so there will be ongoing costs and 
inefficiencies in decision-making.
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Conditions for success

Government’s use of data is shaped by the need to keep it 
secure
• Well-publicised misuse of data has increased concerns and 

undermined efforts to communicate benefits. 
• Departments’ concerns about retaining public trust can 

discourage them from looking for legal solutions to use data to 
maximise its potential.

Government has put in place legislation to make data-
sharing easier
• The Digital Economy Act 2017 provides a legal framework for 

establishing data-sharing arrangements. 
• DCMS has provided support to departments on how to use 

the Digital Economy Act to support public services, but 
departments still lack confidence.

Historical ways of working can inhibit progress
• There are boundaries between civil servants as well as 

systems. 
• Return on investment for a department can often be difficult to 

justify in data projects because the benefits might be seen 
elsewhere in government. 
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Practical steps for government to improve data

• A clear plan in place
• Leadership and accountability
• Funding to make it possible

Have a clear understanding 
of what you are trying to 

achieve

Have the infrastructure in 
place to make it work

• High quality data
• Data standards to improve consistency
• Systems and tools which talk to each other

Have the conditions in 
place to make it work

• Creating a secure environment
• Legislation to enable change
• Capability to secure change
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