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1. Introduction 
 
Purpose & scope of this strategy 
 
This strategy sets out Gloucestershire County Council’s approach to data quality 
and our strategy for improving data quality and the use of data in achieving the 
Council’s objectives.  It sets out why data quality is important to us and the 
standards by which we will measure ourselves.  Finally, it sets out the key roles 
and responsibilities for upholding, monitoring and improving data quality.  
 
This strategy will apply to the County Council and Gloucestershire Fire and 
Rescue Service.  The data quality standards it sets out also apply to data that is 
provided by third party providers delivering services on behalf of GCC under a 
contract or service level agreement. 
 
The scope of the strategy includes all data, including data used for delivering and 
managing services, as well as for secondary purposes such as needs analysis, 
strategy development and performance management. 
 
It should be read in conjunction with the Council’s Information Strategy and ICT 
Strategy. 
 
 
How Gloucestershire County Council uses data 
 
Gloucestershire County Council uses data at all levels of the organisation and in 
a range of different ways:  

• To safeguard its residents 
• To maintain accurate records about individual service users, staff 

members and council assets and resources 
• To assess individual needs 
• To generate a prompt or reminder that action or intervention is due 
• To support the operations and delivery of services 
• To assess how well services are performing and identify problems, 

opportunities or issues 
• To provide assurance that systems and processes are working as 

intended 
• To inform decision-making  
• To express goals and ambitions and influence behaviour 
• To measure the effectiveness of the Council’s strategies 
• To allow local citizens to hold the Council to account 
• To predict future patterns, plan and allocate resources 

The Council holds data across numerous systems (electronic, and paper-based), 
teams and locations, but advances in Information and Communication 
Technologies makes it increasingly possible for a single data record or database 
to be accessed from a variety of places and put to a variety of uses. 
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This can bring enormous benefits to the business, both in terms of reducing the 
need for multiple copies of data to be stored, but also in allowing the organisation 
as a whole (rather than simply its constituent parts) to benefit from its information 
assets.  However, it also introduces new risks, including risks to data quality 
(some of which arise from data which was produced for one purpose, 
increasingly being used for a range of other purposes). 

The Council is moving into areas that require us to share our data with partners, 
in order to drive efficiency, remove duplication, shape services, develop shared 
strategies and ultimately, provide a more joined-up service to those customers 
we have in common.   

In addition to this, there are ever greater expectations that, whilst allowing for the 
appropriate suppression of personally identifiable data, the Council will make 
large datasets publicly available.  The intention is that this should both increase 
the Council’s transparency and accountability to citizens, but also promote 
innovation and entrepreneurism by giving potential providers the opportunity to 
analyse data and use it to derive intelligence and insight.  

As a commissioning council, a high proportion of our services are delivered 
through contracts with external suppliers, for whom we depend on good quality 
data in order to inform future decision making, but also, in the case of services 
for children and vulnerable people, allow us to exercise our collective 
safeguarding responsibilities. 

 

Why is data quality important? 
 
It has been said that information is an organisation’s most valuable asset.  As the 
size and complexity of an organisation increases, so does its dependency on 
systems, processes and technology to manage its information asset.   The 
person who is responsible for recording a particular item of data may be several 
steps removed from the person who is responsible for using that data.  This 
increases the risk that data is inaccurate, out of date, incomplete, missing or 
simply misinterpreted.  
 
Therefore, good data quality is important to Gloucestershire County Council for a 
variety of reasons.  Poor data quality can result in 

• Mistakes and delays in providing a service, provision of inappropriate 
services, offence and distress 

• Unnecessary cost, both at an operational level (inaccurate invoicing, over-
payment) and a strategic level (decisions taken based on a false premise) 

• False concerns being raised over service performance and wasted effort 
in addressing those concerns 

• Failure to spot and address performance concerns 
• Breaches of information security (for example, if poor data quality leads to 

sensitive personal data being sent to the wrong address). 
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Some examples of the possible consequences of poor data quality  
 

• An elderly lady with dementia attends a day centre. She goes home on 
the specialist transport with a driver and escort who have not taken her 
home before. The transport list has not been kept up to date and she is 
taken to her old address. Due to her dementia she is not aware of the 
mistake and the escort finds a key under the mat and leaves her at the 
wrong address. The mistake is not discovered until her husband gets hold 
of the emergency social workers several hours later. 
 

• Fred had received a social care service but had died in May. Although the 
office knew of this they had not updated his details. In September they 
sent Fred’s widow an invoice for services he would have received in June 
and July. Fred’s widow was upset and felt let down. The council’s 
reputation was damaged and some of the goodwill they had built up in 
helping to care for Fred was lost due to poor data quality. 
 

• The Council benchmarks its performance for the number of children’s 
reviews that are completed on time.  It finds it is performing poorly 
compared to similar councils and invests in increasing the capacity of the 
relevant team.  However, it later emerges that there were errors in the 
calculation used and that the Council’s historic performance was actually 
quite strong.  As a result, the additional investment was not needed.  
 

• A member of staff falls ill at work and is taken to hospital.   Unfortunately, 
his emergency contact details are out of date, and the manager is unable 
to get in touch with the staff member’s next of kin to let them know. 
 

• A national newspaper asks the Council for details of its recycling rates.  
Unfortunately, the data that is provided is out of date.  The Council is 
“named and shamed” as having missed national targets, when in actual 
fact, the targets were exceeded.    

 
• A disabled young person is due to have a piece of equipment delivered to 

their home, but delivery is delayed.  Unfortunately, there is an error in the 
phone number recorded on the system, meaning that the Council is 
unable to inform the young person of the delay.  
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2. Data Quality Principles 

 
Data quality is not an absolute concept – the purpose to which data is being put 
will determine how accurate it needs to be.  For example, the Council keeps a 
central record of which members of staff have received an appraisal each year: 
 

• For the purpose of benchmarking performance with other Councils, it may 
be sufficient to estimate what percentage of staff received an appraisal 
based on a random sample 

• For a senior manager, they may need to know exactly how many staff 
have not had an appraisal, and therefore, to estimate how long it will take 
for line managers to complete them across the unit 

• A line manager preparing for a disciplinary hearing may need to know with 
absolute certainty that the appraisal took place (and also, what scores 
were given) 

 
In this example, the same piece of data is being used in three different ways, 
each requiring a different degree of accuracy or detail.   
 
Data quality always involves a trade-off between timeliness, accuracy and the 
cost of collecting or producing that data.  Different uses (and different users) will 
require a different balance to be struck.  Therefore, rigid rules and a ‘one-size-
fits-all’ approach will not work. 
 
Nevertheless, for many of our services the availability of accurate data is 
fundamental to the smooth, efficient and safe running of operations, and for that 
reason, accurate processes for recording, capturing, storing and managing data 
are essential.   
 
Where data is being used for secondary purposes (research, analysis, etc), the 
COUNT principle (collect once, use numerous times) is increasingly informing 
Gloucestershire County Council’s approach to data management.  However,  it is 
equally important that those who are responsible for producing, analysing or 
interpreting data: 
 

• develop a good understanding of the needs of their different customers 
• make sure that data provided is fit for the purpose to which it is being put 
• are clear and explicit about the status of data produced and any 

qualifications that need to be applied to it, so that customers can make 
informed choices about when and how to use a particular item of data or 
dataset 

While we cannot avoid people misinterpreting data or putting it to inappropriate 
uses, we nevertheless have a responsibility to manage and minimise the risk of 
that occurring. 
 
 
Data Quality standards 
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Our approach to data quality will be based on the following seven standards: 
 
Accuracy:   

• Data must be sufficiently accurate for its intended purposes, representing 
clearly and in sufficient detail the interaction provided at the point of 
activity.  

• Accuracy is most likely to be secured if data is captured as close to the 
point of activity as possible (e.g. if the person who captures the data also 
enters it on the system; if data is entered onto a system as soon as it is 
captured) 

• Datasets must be internally consistent (i.e. similar items should be 
recorded in the same format, appear in the same field, etc). 

• Reported information must provide a fair picture of performance and 
should enable informed decision-making.  

• Data sources, methods of calculation, etc must be made explicit, 
particularly where data or analysis is being published for self-service. 

• Where data is provisional it must be clearly marked as such (preferably 
indicating when final data will be available) 

• Where compromises have to be made on accuracy (for example, when 
based on a sample), the resulting limitations of the data must be made 
clear to its users. 

 
Validity: 

• Data must  be recorded and used in compliance with relevant 
requirements, including the correct application of any rules or definitions.  

• When used to analyse trends, data must be consistent between periods.  
• When used for benchmarking, data must be consistent between 

organisations/departments. 
• Wherever appropriate, data must use relevant reference numbers/labels 

(BVPI1, NI2, ASCOF3

• Where proxy data is used to compensate for an absence of actual data, 
this must be made explicit and appropriate caveats provided.   

, etc).  However, these reference numbers/data 
labels must only be applied when indicators comply with the relevant 
definitions.  Where proxy data is being used, it must be given a new 
reference number to avoid confusion. 

• All measures or indicators must have a clear owner, who is responsible for 
the confirming validity of that data.  In the absence of a data owner, 
whoever is producing or publishing the data must assume responsibility 
for ensuring its validity 

• Wherever possible, data verification and validation techniques must be 
used to cleanse data records. 

• Data should be presented in such a way as to aid interpretation, provide 
as much clarity as possible and avoid misinterpretation.  Recognised best 
practice should be followed for statistical presentation. 

 

                                                 
1 Best Value Performance Indicator 
2 National Indicator 
3 Adult Social Care Outcomes Framework 
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Reliability: 

• Data must reflect stable and consistent data collection processes across 
collection points and over time, whether using manual or computer based 
systems or a combination.  

• Managers and stakeholders must be confident that progress toward 
performance targets reflects real changes rather than variations in data 
collection approaches or methods.  

• Wherever possible, changes in definition must be avoided in order to be 
able to provide consistent trend data over time. 

• Where data is required on a regular or routine basis, it must be held in an 
appropriate and stable environment and there should be clear, 
documented processes in place for its production. 

 
Timeliness 

• Data must be captured as quickly as possible after the event or activity it 
records. 

• Data must be available for the intended use within a reasonable time 
period. 

• Data must be available quickly and frequently enough to support 
information needs and to influence the appropriate level of service or 
management decisions. 
 

Relevance 
• Data captured must be relevant to the purposes for which it is used.  
• Data must be reviewed periodically to reflect changing needs or 

circumstances 
• Data that is no longer relevant or required must be destroyed, in 

accordance with the relevant retention schedule or legislative 
requirements. 

• When interpreting data or using it to draw particular conclusions, analysts 
must be as explicit as possible about the basis of their analysis, 
transparent about the data on which that analysis is based, and open to 
constructive challenge. 

 
Completeness 

• There must be consistent processes for collecting and capturing data 
• Missing or invalid fields can provide an indication of data quality and can 

also point to problems in the recording of certain data items. 
• Information Asset Owners must be notified of significant gaps in datasets 

in order that they can be addressed. 
 

Availability 
• Data must be as easily accessible as possible to those that need it in 

order to perform their duties.   
• Insofar as is consistent with Data Protection considerations, data must be 

regarded as an organisational asset and should be stored and managed 
in a way that allows it to be used by the wider organisation. 

• We will promote open access to data, insofar as this is consistent with 
protecting individual service users, in order to promote healthy debate, 
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invite constructive challenge, encourage collective understanding and 
develop intelligence. 

 
 

3. What are our objectives for this strategy? 
 
The objectives of this strategy are aligned to those of our draft Information 
Management Strategy and our draft Information & Communication Technology 
Strategy in order to provide a comprehensive and integrated approach.  These 
are: 
 

• Better value for money 
• Flexible and agile working 
• Maximising the value of information 
• Effective partnership working 
• Improving citizen outcomes 
• Compliant and secure  

 
 
 

4. Our strategy: where are we now and what will be our approach 
going forward? 
 
a) Better Value for Money 
 
The Council is strongly focussed both on achieving value for money, both in 
terms of collecting, managing and producing data in the most cost effective way, 
but also in making better use of information to improve value for money across 
the business. 
 
Needs analysis, performance and data management functions have been 
brought together into a single unit in order to generate savings, reduce 
duplication, increase resilience, share expertise and develop common 
approaches.  Alongside this, we have forged much closer links between 
performance and finance officers by working together on challenge projects and 
supporting the development of our ‘Meeting the Challenge’ programme.  As a 
result, we are beginning to develop a common understanding of the opportunities 
and challenges facing the Council. 
 
Our business planning framework includes both cost, activity and performance 
data, helping managers to consider the cost associated with various activities 
and services.  We have also begun to introduce more unit cost data into 
corporate reports, to reflect the Council’s emphasis on providing good value for 
money to local taxpayers.   
 
However, compared to the private sector we have a long way to go in terms of 
truly understanding the cost of delivering specific services, or the factors driving 
that cost. 
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Our approach will be to continue to promote better awareness and 
understanding of the cost of service delivery in order to promote competitiveness 
value for money and improvement.  This will include performance and finance 
staff continuing to work closely together to provide accurate and meaningful 
analysis and advice to decision-makers on value for money. 
 
 
b) Flexible and agile working 
 
We are working hard to create an environment that promotes flexibility and 
agility.  Data managers and analysts have generic job descriptions, and there is 
a clear expectation that they will work beyond the boundaries of their traditional 
areas of expertise.  This will have a number of benefits in terms of data quality: 

• It will promote a wider, shared understanding of the range of data that the 
Council has access to and can use to inform decision-making. 

• It will increase our resilience to change, meaning that staff can substitute 
for one another. 

• It will introduce a greater degree of challenge into their analysis, helping 
us to raise our game. 

• It will help to bring together different skills and expertise which, in turn, will 
bring new perspectives on old issues. 

 
We will improve the way that data is stored, documented and made available to 
analysts, commissioners and other potential users of data in order to continue to 
capitalise on this approach.  In particular, we will seek to ensure that datasets 
are centrally held, with clearly assigned ownership, accurate, complete 
metadata, proper supporting documentation and thorough acknowledgement of 
sources.   
 
We will also seek to bring data together from different systems by making 
increasing use of data warehousing so that it can be cleansed, linked and 
analysed.   
 
Finally, we will review and refresh our process for signing off data prior to 
publication, so that analysts and other users can have confidence that the data 
they are accessing has been validated and verified by an owner within the 
business. 
 
 
c) Maximising the value of information 
 
Our strategy for maximising the value of information has four strands. 
 
First, the introduction of the new operating model and integration of the 
performance function has enabled the Council to develop a ‘single version of the 
truth’.  The emphasis is on understanding performance rather than explaining or 
excusing it. 
 
Secondly, as described above, we are bringing a greater range of data together 
to be used as a corporate asset.  This is making it easier for performance officers 
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to ‘drill down’ into datasets to understand the underlying causes of 
underperformance.    
 
Thirdly, we are making better connections into the Council’s business through 
our links with commissioners.  This helps to ensure that the analysis the unit is 
producing is relevant and pertinent to the decisions facing commissioners.    
 
Finally, through the JSNA (Joint Strategic Needs Assessment), we are making a 
wider range of data available to decision-makers and partners to support self-
service.  
 
 
d) Effective partnership working 

 
We are building on a positive track record of effective partnership working in the 
areas of research and intelligence.  We have worked with our district councils, 
health, police and the voluntary sector for over a decade through the MAIDeN 
partnership, and are continuing to build on that legacy through the development 
of the JSNA and other intelligence products. 
 
As we move to a more mature commissioning model, we will focus on ensuring a 
flow of good quality data from our provider organisations by improving our 
arrangements for collecting, monitoring, reporting and analysing the data that 
underpins our contract management.  We will focus on: 

• Specifying our information requirements at the outset of a contract; 
• Asserting our ownership of data about service users through appropriate 

contract clauses (even where this is held and managed by a third party); 
• Setting clear data quality standards for provider organisations;  
• Developing consistent mechanisms for collecting and managing data from 

provider systems.  
 
Alongside this, we will continue to be pro-active in seeking opportunities to share 
data across our partnerships in order to develop a greater collective 
understanding of local needs and performance. 
 

 
e) Improving citizen outcomes 

 
The Council’s performance management framework is based on a clear set of 
citizen-focussed outcomes.  It aims to provide a balanced set of performance 
measures that will provide decision-makers with the evidence they need to 
consider whether those outcomes are being achieved for local people. 

 
We will now keep this core dataset under regular review to ensure that it remains 
focussed on the priorities of the Council and the information that decision-makers 
require.  The scorecard will also develop in response to the development of the 
smart business measures described above. 
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We will also work to increase our understanding of our customers and their 
experience of our services, continuing to integrate comment, compliments and 
complaints data into our performance reports. 
 
We will strengthen ownership of data quality within case management and other 
service delivery systems, introducing processes for feeding back and correcting 
data quality errors where these are picked up by analysts or data managers 
dealing with aggregate data.  
 
Finally, we will continue to pull together benchmarking information at a corporate 
level in order to make sure that we are making use of it effectively to set targets 
and drive improvements in citizen outcomes. 
 
 
f) Compliant and secure 
 
The Council has recently used the process of preparing for N3 compliance to 
assess its information management processes.  This provided a high level of 
assurance that our processes are secure and compliant. 
 
Nevertheless, increased integration between health and social care and the 
return of public health to the local authority means that there are new challenges 
to be addressed.   
 
We will continue to develop a consistent approach to anonymising and matching 
data records between health and social care, and embed that approach in our 
data management systems. 

 
We will also review the legacy data that public health teams have brought with 
them to ensure that ownership and access is appropriate to their redefined role. 
 
Finally, we will work with those organisations from whom we contract or 
commission services and/or data to ensure that they meet the required standards 
of data security. 
 
 
 
 

5. Roles & responsibilities 
 
The key components of our governance and leadership arrangements for data 
quality are: 
 

♦ A Chief Information Officer who is advised by an Information Board 
comprising senior officers with lead responsibility for aspects of 
information management or information systems. 

♦ All systems and databases have designated information asset owners 
who are responsible for the quality of data held on those systems with 
respect to primary use (service delivery). 
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♦ The Head of Performance and Need has overall responsibility for 
corporate data quality with respect to secondary use (analysis, 
performance reporting, statutory returns, etc), including overall 
responsibility for this strategy. 

♦ All performance indicators and datasets are assigned owners within GCC, 
who are responsible for data quality with respect to that indicator or 
dataset. 

♦ Where data is provided by an external partner delivering services under a 
contract or service level agreement, the relevant contract manager is 
responsible for building the necessary data quality standards into the 
contract or SLA and, where appropriate, building in the necessary audits 
and checks to assure the quality of that data. 

♦ The audit team carries out annual data quality audits with respect to 
specific indicators or datasets. 

 
 

6. Monitoring & Review: how will we track this strategy 
 
Ownership of this strategy rests with the Chief Information Officer, supported by 
the Information Board, who are responsible for agreeing, monitoring and 
reviewing its implementation. 
 
An action plan will be developed in support of this strategy, which will be 
monitored quarterly by the Chief Information Officer, referring issues to the 
Information Board as appropriate.  The action plan will be reviewed and 
refreshed annually.  
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FINAL Jane Burns 16/01/2014 
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Appendix 1:  Data Quality Action Plan 
 
Task Dates Planned Benefits Owner Resources Links to other 

plans/strategies 
1. Contribute to the 

development of the Smart 
Business approach across 
delivery, including 
development of a balanced 
scorecard for each delivery 
unit 

March 2014 More accurate unit 
cost data  
Better understanding 
of unit costs 
 

Darren Skinner Officer time 
Matrix working 
with finance & 
delivery 

Part of smart 
business approach 

2. Extend use of data 
warehouse to include 
children’s services data (and 
possibly education data)  

April 2014 More efficient 
production of reports 
Better linking of data 

John James Officer time  

3. Design and implement clear 
verification and sign off 
process for all performance 
indicators and ensure all 
indicators have an 
appropriate owner 

May 2014 More accurate 
performance data 
Stronger ownership 
of PIs 

Phillipa Lamb Officer time  

4. Review of the JSNA website 
& platform and recommend 
way forward for integrated 
offer across 
JSNA/Inform/MAIDeN 

December 
2013 

More efficient use of 
analyst time 
Better understanding 
of commissioners’ 
needs 
Better balance 
between self-service 
and bespoke 
analysis. 

Neil Dixon Officer time 
Input required 
from JSNA 
steering group 
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Task Dates Planned Benefits Owner Resources Links to other 
plans/strategies 

5. Review Public Health data 
hub and recommend next 
steps in terms of ownership 
and development  

December 
2013 

More efficient use of 
data 
Secure and easy 
access to data by 
analysts 

Neil Dixon Officer time  

6. Develop a directory of all 
data held by the 
Performance & Need Team 

March 2014 More efficient and 
secure data storage 
Secure and easy 
access to data by 
analysts 

Neil Dixon Officer time  

7. Develop good practice 
guidance for 
commissioning/contract 
management, including 
development of standard 
clauses for contracts  

September 
2014 

More consistent 
approach to data 
quality with external 
providers 

Phillipa Lamb Officer time 
Matrix working 
with commercial 
unit and 
information 
management 

Links to 
Commercial Project 

8. Review core dataset  March 2014 Appropriate 
performance 
measures that reflect 
council priorities 

Phillipa Lamb Officer time 
Matrix working 
with 
commissioners 

Links to Council 
Strategy 

9. Develop consistent policy 
and processes for 
pseudonomisation of 
personal data 

December 
2013 

Compliance with N3 
level 2 standard 

John James Officer time  

10. Attach NHS number to adult 
and children’s social care 
records 

December 
2013 

Compliance with N3 
level 2 standard 

John James Officer time  
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Task Dates Planned Benefits Owner Resources Links to other 
plans/strategies 

11. Introduce data error 
resolution log (including 
feeding inaccuracies back to 
information asset owners to 
be rectified) 

January 
2014 

Better data quality 
Fewer errors are 
repeated 

John James Officer time  

12. Review requirement for data 
cleansing software 

February 
2014 

Better data quality Rob Ayliffe Officer time 
Business case 
would be required 
for any revenue 
investment 

 

13. Communicate this strategy 
to relevant stakeholders 
within GCC 

December 
2014 

Compliance with the 
standards set out in 
the strategy 

Rob Ayliffe Officer time 
Comms team 
support 
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