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The survey was independently conducted by Global Data 
for Big Data London and Qlik to Market Research Council 
guidelines. Interviews were conducted online and gathered the 
views of 100 public sector employees who use data as part of 
their day-to-day role.

Do you have the ability to read, work, analyse and argue with data? 
Both organisations and individuals can reap huge benefits from 
processing and understanding data. This valuable resource has the 
power to drive businesses and governments forward but can easily 
become untapped without skilled hands to analyse and interpret it. 

As the Fourth Industrial Revolution shapes our increasingly 
digitally-led future, Britain must become a nation of data leaders. 
Moreover, for Britain to take the lead in the post-Brexit landscape, 
the public sector must become more data driven in order to 
continue to be effective for UK citizens. 

This report outlines the increasingly important relationship 
between the UK’s public sector and data analytics. For the first 
time, this report explores how data-driven projects are driven 
across the public sector and reveals the benefits they provide. 
The report also reveals how those we trust to protect our liberty, 
safeguard our rights and keep us healthy are measuring up when 
it comes to data literacy and data sharing.

With GDPR already in place and Brexit underway, has the UK’s 
public sector transitioned into a more data literate entity or is more 
work needed?

Big Data LDN (London) is a free-to-attend two-day integrated 
conference and exhibition focusing on how to build dynamic, 
data-driven enterprises. Delegates learn from pioneers, 
experts and real-world case studies, discovering new tools and 
techniques, which enable them to deliver business value from 
successful data projects.

Attendees to the event obtain practical information on where 
and how to start their data projects, what works and what other 
organisations are doing. Big Data LDN ensures data leaders stay 
in the know, in an increasingly complicated market, by discovering 
the latest solutions and advice to best harvest, meld, mine and 
govern their data to create a data-driven business. The Big Data 
LDN exhibition brings together 100 leading Big Data and Analytics 
vendors and service providers from around the world, showcasing 
the range of tools and solutions available to smooth the path 
to becoming a data-driven Enterprise. Delegates see hands-on 
product demos and test-drive the best new technology from 
powerful blue-chips and new start-ups.

Methodology

Introduction What is Big Data LDN?

Introduction
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Foreword by Tim Carmichael

•  “We’re different” 
No, you’re not. Getting data right can be relevant to everyone.

•  “Data and Analytics is best viewed through the optic of major 
IT projects”.  
Only if you want to wait ages for delivery and pay too much. 
Data and Analytics are business-facing and value-add initiatives, 
enabled to a degree by the right technologies and tools. 

•  “I don’t really understand it, it’s too complex.” 
It’s true that, for some people, understanding data is hard. It’s 
like trying to imagine a new colour. Time to open minds, which is 
where effective data leadership, focus on improving date literacy 
and a data-driven culture really counts.

•  “Data doesn’t feel like a priority.”  
If driving value is a priority, then so is data. Understanding data 
needs to be seen as a default skillset across an organisation, not 
something that just sits with business analysts. 

•  “If there’s no tangible benefit, I’m not interested.” 
Of course, in the public sector as in the private, every penny 
counts. But it’s not all just about efficiencies of money, time 
or people. It’s also about generating improved understanding 
between siloed teams, eliminating frictions to improve employee 
engagement and motivation, or rendering opaque processes 
more visible. Intangible benefits count too.

Harnessing data to drive value is as important in the public sector as it is in private business. Regardless of context, the value chain for 
data is relatively straightforward; go find the right data, once assured of its quality and trustworthiness organise it to deliver insight (or 
hindsight, or foresight if you prefer), then exploit that insight to make decisions that drive value. It doesn’t really matter whether value is 
defined as increased profitability, higher levels of customer satisfaction, improved efficiency, cost savings, better public services or simply 
better internal collaboration. So long as there is a clearly defined benefit, then the chances are that “getting data right” will drive value. 

So, where is the public sector in terms of its data journey? As a whole, this survey, conducted by Big Data LDN and Qlik finds it still in the 
foothills of exploiting data and analytics to help address its business challenges. However, it is beginning to head up the mountain.

There are pockets of excellent data analytics solutions. However much of the UK public sector still has a predominantly unsophisticated 
approach to data, characterised by low-complexity use cases, reactive decision making and a relative lack (but not complete absence) of 
evidence-based proactivity. In short, most of the public sector is still in the early adoption phase when it comes to data-driven initiatives. 

However, there is still a way to go in educating everyone (not just business analysts) on the power of data across an organisation. As 
evidenced in the survey by these reactions, we can see that there is a big need for cultural change towards data literacy as well as a need 
for better data (the italicised thoughts are entirely my own):

Written by:
Tim Carmichael 
Director & Chief Data Officer  
Ensifera Limited

As a Data Leader and former Chief Data Officer in the UK public sector, my first instinct is to look for the data that can complement and 
underpin the hard-won experience of colleagues. That’s why the body of evidence in this survey is so valuable - it cuts through some of the 
“fog of war” surrounding data and analytics, and demystifies where the public sector in the UK is at when it comes to its important data-
driven initiatives. 
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Today, UK public sector organisations are already investing in data-
driven initiatives. But is its hard-working frontline staff confident, 
empowered and data literate enough to drive these initiatives 
forward? According to our research, it’s mixed. 

On a positive note, our survey respondents cite that nearly 50% 
of public sector workers are either confident, well-trained and 
empowered to make discoveries in their data or competent and 
eager to learn more. However, this is contrasted with 31% of public 
sector workers who are either under-trained and scared of too 

much data, or unconfident and unsure how to interpret 
data insights. 

Perhaps surprisingly, 19% of respondents do not know how data 
literate their staff and colleagues are. Is public sector management 
empowering, encouraging and educating those who are under-
trained and unconfident? The responses show a good start, but 
there is room for improvement to ensure the UK’s public sector 
becomes increasingly data driven and continues to innovate for the 
nation it serves.

The UK’s transition to a data-driven society is underpinned by the skill sets 
required by business leaders to thrive. Empowering the public sector with these 
skills is a vital starting point. Working to ensure front-line public sector workers 
are data literate and confident with data is just the beginning.

How is the UK public sector handling data?

HOW DATA LITERATE DO YOU FEEL YOUR FRONT-LINE STAFF ARE TO EXTRACT INSIGHTS/VALUE FROM THE DATA THEY USE EACH DAY?

27.9%

21.3%

Confident, well-trained and empowered to make discoveries in their data

Competent and want to learn more

16.4%Not confident, not sure how to interpret data insights

14.8%

19.7%I am not sure 

Under-trained and too scared of too much data
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Over a third of public sector respondents, 34%, cite their 
organisation as either not very data literate, or not data literate 
at all. This suggests that the value of data needs to be seen 
by the whole organisation, not just an empowered few. As it 
stands, this is clearly not the case.

Nearly a quarter of respondents, 21%, have cited their 
organisation as already very data literate and able to harness 
that data knowledge to make decisions throughout the 
organisation. A further 27% cite themselves as fairly data 

literate. As before, these responses represent a confident 
start by the UK’s public sector but does show some serious 
room for improvement.

Poor data literacy can result in negative behaviour or missed 
opportunities with data. It is important that public sector leaders 
strive to provide their staff with a level of data literacy which is 
appropriate to their function. If public sector leaders make data 
literacy accessible for all, it will create value-add opportunities 
for the operational and strategic functions of their organisations. 

In a post-Brexit world, the UK government should take the lead and transform 
Britain into a data leader. Today though, some public sector organisations are more 
data literate than others. 

Data literacy in the UK public sector

Data literacy is the ability to read, work with, analyse and argue with data. It’s a skill and like 
other skills, requires time and investment. It’s a skill that can be learnt by all levels of workers 
to ask the right questions of data and machines, build knowledge, make decisions, and 
communicate meaning to others. 

WHAT IS DATA LITERACY?

HOW DATA LITERATE IS THE PUBLIC SECTOR?

VERY

FAIRLY

NOT VERY 

NOT AT ALL

DON’T KNOW

21%

27%

14%

19%

16%
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We have very little 
multi-agency data, 
but really see the 
benefit.

10.1%
Our data set up 
is not suitable for 
cross-department 
collaboration.

10.1%
We share and use some 
multi-agency data, but 
could be improved with 
the right technology.

18.8%

Most would agree that time is a vital commodity in any business 
- both leaders and staff alike are always looking to be more time 
efficient. It is therefore satisfying to see that 15% of respondents 
cite data-driven initiatives as directly saving staff time and 
providing more opportunities for staff to be proactive. 

Another benefit of data-driven initiatives in the public sector is 
the ability to share important information with other public sector 

entities. 52% of public sector organisations that currently share 
data with other public sector enterprises, as part of a multi-agency 
process are reporting great benefit.

Yet, 24% of public sector enterprises do not share any data with 
other public sector organisations. However, many plan to - 10% 
of respondents who commented that they have very little multi-
agency data collaboration see the benefits of doing so.

I am not sure.

23.2%

The public sector’s ability to handle, successfully analyse and make decisions 
based on insights provided by data has never been more important. Our research 
suggests many data-driven initiatives are already in place with an overwhelming 
91% of respondents claiming that data-driven initiatives have benefited their 
respective departments. 

How are data-driven initiatives working for the public sector? 

TO WHAT EXTENT DOES YOUR ORGANISATION SHARE AND USE DATA FROM OTHER PUBLIC SECTOR ORGANISATIONS?

We have a multi-agency 
office of data analytics 
in place.

11.6%
We share strategic 
and operational data 
between agencies.

11.6%

We are not ready today, 
but will be in the next 7 
to 12 months.

4.4%
We have no plans 
for cross-department 
collaboration.

1.5%
We would not be ready 
for at least 18 months.

1.5%
We are not ready today, 
but will be in the next 13 
to 18 months.

1.5%
We are not ready today, but 
will be in the next 6 months.

5.8%
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According to Big Data LDN’s 2018 Fourth Industrial Revolution 
report, as part of Business as usual activities, as a % of all (public 
and private) UK organisations:

• 47% are already using data visualisation.
• 42% Real Time Analytics.
• 34% Machine Learning.
• 24% Artificial Intelligence.

However, upon approaching the UK public sector in isolation 
with the same question, the types of analytical techniques used 
were different: 

Overall 31% of public sector organisations use raw data in 
spreadsheet format. This is unsurprising, as spreadsheets are 
the most widely used data analytics tool. However, Excel cannot 
storytell with data, and the simplicity of this method suggests most 

public sector entities are in the very early stages of 
their data analytics exploration. A further 16% use descriptive 
analytics techniques. 

However, over a quarter, 26%, of public sector organisations 
are already using advanced analytics techniques, whether scenario 
planning, prescriptive, or predictive analytics techniques. This 
is encouraging. 

A huge hurdle for public sector data leaders will be to reduce 
the number of those relying on raw spreadsheets for data analytics. 
In addition, the 16% of respondents that are unaware of which 
analytics techniques their organisation uses could become the 
public sector’s hidden data experts. In order for Britain to thrive 
in the Fourth Industrial Revolution, it is imperative that these 
individuals are provided with the skills and tools and empowered 
to become data literate and encouraged to be data leaders. 

“I can see at glance how we are doing right now and what we expect to happen in the coming hours. 
It’s like having a weather station in my office” 
- Andrew Foster, Chief Executive, WWL.

The ability to interpret, make decisions and tell stories around data is a core skill 
in today’s Fourth Industrial Revolution. Today, businesses in the UK’s private sector 
are investing heavily in advanced analytics techniques to help extract meaning and 
intelligence from data.

Moving beyond Excel 

CASE STUDY - WRIGHTINGTON, WIGAN AND LEIGH NHS FOUNDATION TRUST FROM WARD TO BOARD USING QLIK

Reduction in average referral times

20%
Saving through better 
workforce planning

£1m
Decreased average waiting times 

30 mins
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A reality of recent years is the effect austerity has had on the public 
services we rely on to safeguard our liberty, educate our future 
leaders and keep us fit, safe and well. In addition to the tangible 
assets austerity takes from us (Doctors, Firefighters, Police on the 
streets), austerity has also had an effect on the way the UK’s public 
sector gains insight from the data it has, but not as much as you 
may think. 

Austerity can actually help data innovation in the public sector as 
departments seek new ideas and solutions to solve the issues 
austerity creates. 

It appears that necessity has once again become the mother of 
invention, with 54% of our respondents actively turning to data and 
analytics to help address the challenges of public sector spending 
cuts. For them, this is a real opportunity and sees a closer reliance 
on the quality of data and insights they generate. Additionally, 
20% cite no effect on their analysis or handling of data, suggesting 
current data initiatives are working, regardless of funding.

Just 25% of respondents indicate adverse impacts on data 
initiatives, citing austerity as preventing the roll out of data-driven 
initiatives or causing a reduced ability to analyse and make use 
of data. 

Necessity is the Mother of invention - how Data Analytics Helps

AUSTERITY

CASE STUDY - AVON & SOMERSET POLICE

By arming thousands of officers and command centre staff with enhanced access to data, Qlik has ensured citizens are kept safer, 
even in the wake of budget cuts. 

MANAGING DATA VOLUME:
Using Qlik Sense, Avon and Somerset has gone from using spreadsheets and static reports to the 
provision of information exactly where it needs to be. With Qlik, visuals are prominently displayed on 
screens across its command centre, giving staff detailed and accurate information on the live jobs 
coming in. 

MAKING BETTER, FASTER DECISIONS:
Qlik has enabled Automatic Number Plate Recognition data to track criminals, identify routes a driver 
might take and can also use data to identify the riskiest criminals and understand where the demands 
for police are occurring in the community, preventing the impact of crime before it happens.

SHARING DATA FOR THE GREATER GOOD: 
150 people go missing each week in Avon and Somerset Many are high risk children. 
A multi-agency Qlik Sense app predicts the risk of someone becoming a high-risk missing 
person before it happens.



The public sector data report How public sector organisations in the UK are using data 9

SECURITY

With data comes responsibility and the abuse of it by malicious 
parties is a reality all organisations face. Fear of breach or non-
compliance permeates every organisation and the public sector is 
no exception. When it comes to the issues holding back the public 
sector from sharing data with other public sector entities, 20% of 
respondents cite security concerns, 13% cite fear of data loss or 
breach and 5% cite GDPR. 

These are all legitimate concerns. We need look no further than 
the ransomware attack on the NHS in May 2017 which caused 
approximately £19m of lost output and £73m in IT costs to 
understand the impact. However, the issue is more complex 
than this. 

18% of respondents cite a lack of project management and senior 
support as preventing the rollout of multi-agency data initiatives. 
Moreover, austerity (budget) is a problem cited by 12% and a lack of 
confidence is cited by 7% of respondents. 

Effective data governance is governance to enable. Results-
focused data sharing across departments or other public sector 
organisations should be encouraged in order to see Britain’s public 
sector continue to self-innovate and lead in the post-Brexit world, 
as well as for the general public to benefit from the kinds of unique 
insights data analytics provide. 

Security: Effective Data Governance 

Other ConcernsSecurity & Data Concerns

Security concerns Lack of project management 
expertise/lack of senior support

A lack of confidence to undertake 
this kind of project

Lack of infrastructure/processes 
to carry this task out

Lack of technical expertise

Process is too complex

Fear of data loss or breach Budget

GDPR concerns

Lack of data expertise/employees 
at all levels throughout the 
business are not confident to 
analyse and interpret data

20% 18.2%
13.6% 12.7%

5.5% 5.5%
5.5%
5.5%

6.4% 7.3%
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11.9%13.4%

17.9%26.9%29.9%

The Public Sector and analytics

THINKING ABOUT YOUR CURRENT ROLE, WHAT DO YOU USE DATA ANALYTICS FOR?

It goes without saying that data-initiatives must be designed to solve a core business problem or question. According to our research, 59% 
agree that the UK’s public sector is seeing both tangible and intangible benefits to its data-driven initiatives:

•  37% agree that their current data initiatives are very helpful 
in some way. Whether helping departmental collaboration or 
identifying areas for saving. 

•  22% cite current data initiatives as key to collaboration with other 
public sector entities.

Almost 30% of respondents stated they used data analytics 
for understanding and visualising complex, multiple datasets 
to give them better insights. We can see 27% of respondents 
using analytics to help their staff make more informed decisions, 
improving their delivery of services. 

The research also reveals, for the public sector, gaining insights 
is favoured over compliance reporting, reducing staff workload, 
or even sharing and collaborating with data. 

WHAT DOES THE PUBLIC SECTOR USE ANALYTICS FOR?

The Value of analytics in the public sector

Understanding and visualising 
complex and multiple data assets 
to give us better insights 

Regulatory compliance reporting 

Reducing staff workload across 
the organisation 

To help our staff make better informed 
decisions and improve their delivery of 
certain services 

Sharing and collaborating on data, 
to improve the quality of the service 
provided to UK citizens
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Clearly, our research has revealed the benefits being realised by 
those that are using data analytics and insights effectively, as well 
as the education required for others to demonstrate how data-
driven initiatives can help them.

In addition, this research has revealed how far some departments 
have come and the extent to which data driven initiatives drive 
genuine, tangible, value for the public sector and the people it 
serves. Sharing these best practices and success throughout the 
public sector to colleagues and other departments is vital. 

With the right training and support individuals, teams and 
departments can transform their data literacy skills, make data 
more accessible and ensure technology supports confidence and 
reduces jargon.

This research reveals that there are pockets of excellence and 
world-leading solutions that some UK public sector organisations 
are delivering. However, the landscape is not consistent and there 
are considerable opportunities for those that do invest in their 
teams data skills.

This inaugural piece of research, by Big Data LDN and Qlik, into the way the UK 
public sector is dealing with and coping with data driven initiatives provides previously 
unseen insight into the levels of data literacy, the effect of austerity and how data 
analytics is used in the UK public sector. 

Conclusion

Qlik’s vision is a data-literate world, one where everyone can use 
data to solve their most challenging problems. Only Qlik’s end-to-
end data management and analytics platform brings together all of 
an organization’s data from any source, enabling people at any skill 
level to use their curiosity to uncover new insights. Companies use 
Qlik to see more deeply into customer behaviour, reinvent business 
processes, discover new revenue streams, and balance risk and 
reward. Qlik does business in more than 100 countries and serves 
over 48,000 customers around the world.

Launched by the global data analytics leader Qlik, the Data Literacy 
Project includes founding partners Accenture, Cognizant, Experian, 
Pluralsight, the Chartered Institute of Marketing, and Data to the 
People – along with academic thought leaders.

Together we aim to ignite discussion and develop the tools we need 
to shape a successful, data literate society.

ABOUT QLIK THE DATA LITERACY PROJECT: thedataliteracyproject.org

Written by:
Sean Price 
EMEA Director, Industry Solutions - Public Sector & Healthcare, 
Qlik
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