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 Introduction
This is the Royal Statistical Society’s (RSS) response to the inquiry of the Education and Work and Pensions Select Committees regarding the government’s Child Poverty Strategy. The RSS is the membership organisation for statisticians and data professionals, with over 12,000 members. We represent the views and expertise of our members – our charitable objectives are to promote the use of data and evidence in decision-making and to promote public understanding of statistics and data.
In line with our mission to promote the use of data for the public interest, the RSS has recently partnered with the Centre for Public Data to research data gaps that affect poverty research in the UK. This work is funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s (JRF) Insight Infrastructure team, which aims to democratise access to high-quality quantitative and qualitative data and evidence through open collaboration and innovation, working towards a more equitable and just future, free from poverty.
Drawing on our research to date, some of which is summarised in an interim report we published in January, this RSS response seeks to highlight the following points of relevance to the evaluation of the Child Poverty Strategy:
· The importance of civil society for accountability and evaluation of the Strategy: the UK has a rich community of anti-poverty researchers, advocates, and frontline interventionists working to achieve the shared objectives of the Strategy. The Strategy will be strengthened if broader civil society is proactively supported to access the data that will enable it to contribute to evaluation of its aims and impact.
· Gaps in data access for public-interest research: despite the existence of highly promising linked administrative datasets that could benefit poverty research, many poverty data users struggle to access them: especially those working in the charity sector. Barriers to data access limit the ability to effectively evaluate the various policies included within the Child Poverty Strategy. Wherever possible, steps should be taken to foster a more inclusive data sharing regime for research that is in the public interest.
· The critical importance of supporting use of poverty data by researchers outside of government: the government should open up avenues of data access that are currently closed to many of the people who could use it. Smart investments in and stewardship of the statistical system are of central importance for achieving many policy objectives, including those expressed in the Child Poverty Strategy.
We support the broad aims of the Child Poverty Strategy, although we do not take a view on the expected implications of any of its specific policies. Rather, we consider the UK’s data infrastructure that undergirds policy evaluation and comment on where improvements might be made to help support the evaluation of the Strategy.
What is your view of the Government's proposed 'Monitoring and Evaluation Framework' for the Child Poverty Strategy? How could it be improved?
We welcome the inclusion of a measure of deep material poverty in the analysis plans for the Strategy Level Evaluation outlined in the Framework. It is important to take account of the varying ways that poverty can be understood and measured, so including indicators beyond relative low income after housing costs is appropriate. Moreover, we recognise the reasons behind wanting to use a small set of specific, quantifiable indicators for evaluating the overall performance of the Strategy. 
In addition to its proposed measures, the Framework should consider taking a more expansive view of household wellbeing, to potentially include explicit measures of household wealth or liquid savings, among others. It should also consider examining more nuanced views of poverty, such as the rate of children living in households experiencing in-work poverty or homelessness.
However, our view is that the Framework lacks a more important element for ensuring the long-term, sustainable, and robust evaluation of the Strategy. Specifically, it neglects the role of researchers outside of government in accomplishing that objective. Although “external experts with subject expertise” are referenced briefly on page 9 of the Framework, there are few details as to what involvement of that group will look like. We are also concerned that the Framework makes no reference to systematically enabling robust and independent evaluation of child poverty data by stakeholders outside of government beyond the paragraph just mentioned. 
For that sort of independent work to take place, researchers outside of government need to be able to securely access the best data in a flexible way. The highest-quality data in the UK for tracking poverty and living standards exist in administrative datasets held within government departments like DWP and HMRC, among others. Generally, the value of these datasets are maximised when multiple of them are linked with each other (and sometimes with surveys) such that we get a more comprehensive picture of the individuals and households about whom they hold information.
Datasets fitting that description are generally only available in Trusted Research Environments (TREs) like the ONS Secure Research Service. These are typically highly secure spaces set up for accredited researchers to access data for specific, pre-planned and approved projects. 
Currently, the primary users of administrative data held in TREs are academic researchers. We believe that this is an essential user group to have engaged in policy evaluation activity, and we hope that the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework will develop more explicit plans for involving them. At the same time, we would like to see the Framework and Strategy develop specific and ambitious plans for how to enable analysis of poverty data by non-academic groups.
Such efforts should consider ways in which administrative data held in TREs might be made more accessible or useful to researchers outside of government and academia. This could involve opening up routes for those groups to directly access the data themselves, potentially via the explicit recognition of clarified or new legal permissive data sharing gateways in or alongside those established by the Digital Economy Act 2017.
Alternatively, indirect access mechanisms should be considered. Currently, many researchers lack the in-house capacity or resources to conduct their own advanced research using (often complex) data in TREs. However, there may be space for an “intermediary” role to be played by government or academic analysts who have access to the data. There are many possible models for how such an arrangement might work. The important point is that the Framework ought to think creatively about how to foster evaluative capacity among the poverty research and alleviation community.
The Framework should explicitly address data access needs and set out an ambitious plan for enabling independent evaluation of the Strategy from as diverse a user community as possible.
How should the Government support the monitoring and evaluation of actions to reduce child poverty at the local level, and across different protected characteristics? What data is either available or necessary to achieve this?
As discussed in section 2 of this submission, the UK already has a wealth of data that could be leveraged for monitoring and evaluating actions to reduce child poverty. There may be a benefit to collection of new data, if done strategically, but much can be achieved by improving data access routes for a wider range of researchers.
Unfortunately, in our research we identified that the current TRE model in the UK suffers from some significant problems from the perspective of public-interest research, which we take to include evaluation of child poverty and policies to reduce it. These include: 
· The process for getting projects green-lit can take many months or even years. Even repeated applications by reputable researchers and organisations can take considerable time, and most organisations working on poverty do not have the time or luxury of waiting for this long to get data.
· Decisions taken to approve or reject applications are often opaque, with little data published regarding typical timelines to decisions or the reasons for rejection.
· What counts as “research” for the purpose of a project application is understood by government departments and bodies responsible for approving applications to be relatively narrow. It typically sits within the realm of academic inquiry to the exclusion of work that would support more agile or practical frontline anti-poverty efforts.
Because of these issues, poverty researchers are often unable to access the data they need for their research altogether. The lengthy and unpredictable timelines to approval are especially significant as a barrier here, because most researchers have to work to project schedules that are impractically served by a process that can take the better part of a year or longer to complete.
Although these issues affect academic researchers, they are especially salient for researchers from the third and private sectors, who generally do not have the time or resources to embark on a speculative application process that tends to be unfavourable to their particular needs for the data.
Yet, these groups can be among the most important to strategically involve evaluation of the Strategy. They include organisations conducting on-the-ground work to support households out of poverty. Their interventions can also be the most innovative and holistically minded.
For organisations working directly with households experiencing poverty, effective evaluation typically requires the ability to target services for specific groups in specific areas where need is greatest, and assess the impact of interventions for a defined population relative to a robust comparison group.
Achieving these objectives usually requires having data with multiple demographic characteristics at a relatively small geographical level, often local authority areas. Publicly available datasets usually leave out at least one of those factors due to concerns around statistical disclosure of small groups. While this is a valid concern, the present lack of alternative pathways to accessing this information leaves many frontline services incapable of being properly evaluated or targeted. Opening up additional access routes to this data would therefore help facilitate agile analyses of what works to alleviate child poverty.
The government should steer the UK statistical system towards greater openness of data for the kinds of research that would benefit anti-poverty work. We recommend the development of a strategic plan to improve the ability of civil society to access data relevant to evaluating changes in child poverty. This could include:
· Taking steps to clarify or expand legal data access routes, as discussed in paragraphs 2.1.7 and 2.1.8 of this submission.
· Seeking more ambitious implementation of existing tools for access to public data, such as DWP’s Stat-Xplore. Their scope could be expanded to include the publication of data that go beyond those found in official statistics with a view to enabling the kinds of poverty analyses that users demand most often.
· Investing in expansion of models like the DWP’s Employment Data Lab or HMRC’s Datalab, to allow them to scale up their services and play a more central role in supporting users of poverty data.
· Directing departments that control poverty-relevant data to take specific actions to facilitate public-interest research. Such actions could include:
· TREs like the ONS Secure Research Service and departmental data owners developing fast-track application routes to allow organisations with proven records of secure data handling to get the data they need faster.
· Enabling more exploratory or speculative project applications for accessing data in TREs to be approved, relaxing the requirements for projects to be thoroughly developed prior to even seeing the data. 
· Developing technological solutions that enable less technically adept organisations to make use of available data. This could involve AI-assisted support mechanisms that help users find, use, and interpret relevant data. 
In addition to improving access to administrative datasets, the government should also consider supporting stronger data capability among frontline organisations themselves. Many charities and local organisations collect valuable operational data through their services. These datasets often capture aspects of hardship that are not well measured in national surveys, including experiences of crisis, informal support networks, or barriers to accessing services.
A significant challenge to using these data is that they are rarely integrated with official statistics and currently suffer from a lack of standardisation. There is a role for government to play in improving the quality of this data and facilitating best practice through the development of clear guidance, resource-sharing networks, and direct support services for organisations looking to improve their collection and use of their data. 
With appropriate, government-led guidance and investment in support infrastructure, these sources could complement official statistics and improve the evidence base for understanding child poverty locally. The long-run pay-off to investment in this space could be a wealth of data that could be analysed to provide new insights into patterns of disadvantage and what works for countering them, especially where there may be gaps in government datasets.
Conclusion
The UK has a strong tradition of high-quality poverty research and an extensive statistical system capable of supporting policy evaluation. However, the effectiveness of the Child Poverty Strategy will depend in part on whether the government enables a broad community of researchers to engage with the data needed to assess its impact.
Independent evaluation is essential for ensuring accountability, identifying what works, and refining policies over time. By improving access to data and investing in long-run expansions of the anti-poverty community’s analytical capacity, the UK can build a more robust evidence base for tackling child poverty.
The RSS would welcome further engagement with the Committees and the Government on how the ideas in this submission could be taken forward.
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