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The Voice of Business: it’s time it’s heard.

A proposal by Better Statistics CIC.

1. Objective:

This proposalis intended to establish an understanding of the current state of business
in the UK through an independent research project supported by all of the various
business organisations. By engaging these organisations and their members, we will
gain a more authentic picture than is provided by research driven by academics. We
wish to understand who is interested to grow their business and what they feel they
need to achieve that aim; alternatively, how many small and medium sized businesses
are not concerned with growth, but in preserving a lifestyle and a tradition?

Above all, our intention is to reflect the experience of business people today and to
present the findings to politicians and economists at a seminar to be held in May.

2. Summary

Many businesses are alienated from assisting the Office for National Statistics® with
their Business Surveys because they often consider the questions asked to be
irrelevant or unnecessary. Accordingly, this proposalis intended to combine the
strength of the various UK Business organisations - British Chambers of Commerce
(BCC), Confederation of British Industry (CBI), Federation of Small Business (FSB),
Forum of Private Business (FPB), Institute of Directors (loD) and the Micro-business
Alliance (MBA) to create a unified message, describing the state of business in the UK
and its expectations with regard to influencing growth and productivity. Uniquely, we
intend that these organisations? will assist with developing the questionnaire to ensure
that it reflects the concerns of their members, rather than some academic or political
preference.

Better Statistics is a social enterprise, supported by sponsors and volunteers, there is
therefore no cost for participation in the research, unless an organisation has special
requirements. Allindividual data is maintained in strictest confidence and used for
statistical purposes only and participating organisation will get the resultant summary
report for no cost, other than the effort of participating as described in section 3 below.

The following sections detail the rationale for this proposal, the process for
participation and suggestions as to the topics that could be covered. The annexes
provide more background to the proposal, including relevant information on Better
Statistics and its principals (Annex 2: Technical Note).

" The Office for National Statistics (ONS) is part of the UK Statistics Authority (UKSA).
2 Other business organisations are invited to participate in the research, provided they have a minimum of
500 members.
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3. Rationale:

550 persons attended the recent Assembly of the United Kingdom Statistics Authority
(UKSA), but only a minority of them were from the business community, with the
majority being from Academia, National and Local Government, NGO’s and interested
individuals. Since businesses create the wealth the UK relies on and are a primary
source for many of the economic statistics that drive the decisions made by the OBR,
the Bank of England and the Treasury, input from business is crucial to the quality of our
data. Why then is there such a lack of business involvement in the data?

The tempting answer is that business people are just too busy and that executives have
more important things to do. Butis that really the case? What could be more important
than ensuring that our National Statistics genuinely reflect the insights of our business
community and what could be more important than ensuring that UKSA produces
accurate reports of the challenges businesses face?

Better Statistics CIC suggests that business is alienated because statisticians and
economists are not asking the right questions. Businesspeople often can’t see the
point of what they are being asked or they find that relevant questions are often asked in
a manner they find difficult to respond to.

The details provided in the appendix of two of the most influential® surveys currently run
support this thesis The firstis the Business Insights and Conditions Survey, (BICS)
which had originated as the Business Impact of Covid-19 Survey. This is run by the
Office of National Statistics each fortnight and the questionnaire changes according to
demand. The second is the Decision Maker Panel (DMP)* as developed for the Bank of
England, this is run each month.

Other than the above surveys, the main sources of information on the performance of
UK Business and the issues they face are surveys run by business representative
organisations such as BCC, CBI, FSB, IOD FPB and the Microbusiness Alliance.
However, these are all members’ surveys and although they may occasionally cover
matters of wider interest, the results have little influence with policy makers because
they are viewed as PR exercises rather than evidence.

3 Influential in terms of influencing decisions by the OBR, BoE, Treasury etc. The monthly business survey
(MBS) run by the ONS is also influential, but it collects the same information on business performance
each month itis a primary source for estimates of GDP.

4The DMP was set up in August 2016 and is run by the Bank of England in collaboration with King’s
College London and the University of Nottingham. It was designed to be representative of the population
of UK businesses. All results are weighted. See Bunn et al (2024) for more details.



https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/businessimpactofcovid19surveyquestions/20january2025to2february2025
https://decisionmakerpanel.co.uk/data/
https://www.bankofengland.co.uk/working-paper/2024/the-decision-maker-panel-a-users-guide
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For that reason we propose to conduct an entirely independent survey to include
members from all the above business organisations and others, to be known as “The
Voice of Business”.

3. The Process:

The survey is to be run by Better Statistics (BSC) as an on-line study with all responses
held in complete confidence. We suggest 3 stages:

1) Each organisation shall propose the list of questions they would like to see
covered and BSC will coordinate them and draft a unified questionnaire. This will
be tested and refined with at least 50 potential respondents;

2) BSC will set up the questionnaire on separate URLs, so that each organisation
has a unique link for their members to complete the survey. Member
organisations will be provided with a copy of the data file of their members’
responses, for them to conduct their own analysis. If an organisation is
particularly keen that their members should answer one or more questions that
BSC had not selected in 1) above, that can be included for their members to
answer for an additional fee (see below). All contact with their members® will be
the responsibility of each organisation.

3) BSC will analyse the combined responses to the survey but will not undertake
any detailed analysis of the responses from members of any single organisation®.
The resultant report will be provided, at no extra fee, to each organisation
participating and will be available at a fee to other organisations.

Should any organisation require a separate analysis based upon their members’
data, then BSC will charge for that analysis.

4. Survey Topics

To ensure we maintain the interest of the respondents, we will use a design which as far
as possible ensures respondents will only see questions of relevance to them and with
a modular structure to enable them to skip any issue of little or no interest to them (see
technical note, below). The topics listed below are the main topics we believe should
be considered for inclusion. We have also added some individual elements to each
topic for considerations in each case:

a. Business Profiling: Activity / Size (turnover / employees) / years in business /
location / type of registration (PLC /Ltd/ etc).

5 Some members may also hear of the survey from other means and use the ‘general’ link rather than the
member specific link.

8 The summary report will include an analysis of responses to each question by organisation, Derived
from the question “Which organisation (s) do you belong to?”
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b. Information on Trading: Geographic spread (local/ regional/ National /International /
internet trading / Terms of trade (payments / receipts / Invoicing etc).

c. Finance arrangements: Banking / loans / overdrafts / (opinions)

d. Othertopics: Opinions of / attitudes to: Regulation / Productivity / Inclusivity /
Growth / Statistics / Other?

e. Respondent Personal Profile: Gender / Age / Education / Job Title

We will be pleased to consider other topics and details that participating organisations
may suggest.

Annex 1 Costs

Better Statistics is a Community Interest Company which needs to cover its external
costs if possible, We will therefore charge £350 (plus VAT) to each of the participating
organisations, to cover delivery of the copy of the data file of their members’ responses
and a copy of the final summary report.

If any organisation wishes to add special questions for their members to answer, there
will be a minimum fee of £100 with the actual cost depending on the complexity of the
additional question(s).

A separate report based upon the responses from a single organisation’s members will
cost £500.

Annex 2 Technical Note

Better Statistics CIC (BSC) is a social enterprise founded by Tony Dent, Phyllis
Macfarlane and lain MacKay, to campaign for more reliable statistics, whether
produced by private companies or by public bodies. It was formed in February 2021,
having previously operated as the Campaign for Better Business Statistics, originally
formed because of the belief that official statistics underestimated the economic
contribution of smaller businesses, in particular those engaged in the gig economy; a
conviction given credence by the Bean report of 2016.

BSC is supported by the Better Statistics Advisory Group consisting of four insightful
professionals who value the quality of statistics and data and their potential impact on
decision-making, The advisory group provides both encouragement without bias and
dialogue without direction. The members are:

Simon Briscoe: Simon has worked in the civil service, investment banking and at the

FT. Among various contributions to our public life he was an adviser to parliament’s
Public Administration Committee and a trustee of FullFact.


https://esrc.ukri.org/about-us/governance-and-structure/strategic-advisory-network/mr-simon-briscoe/
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SirVince Cable: Vince was the Business, Innovation and Skills Secretary in the
coalition government, he has now retired from politics but retains an active interest in
business and economic affairs.

SirJohn Curtice: John is Professor of Politics at the University of Strathclyde and Senior
Research Fellow at the National Centre for Social Research; he is also chief

commentator on What UK Thinks

Ms. Vicky Pryce: Vicky is Chief Economic Adviser and a board member at the Centre

for Economics and Business Research (CEBR). Vicky has held senior positions in
business and the Civil service including as partner and chief economist at KPMG and
joint head of the UK government economic service.

Main Activities: Subsequent to our formation as a CIC. we have produced an extensive

number of reports on various statistical issues, including many relating to UK Business.
We have also run a number of public meetings, including The Growth Event, a seminar
on Net Zero and three seminars on the subject of inflation 2022, 2023 and 2024.

We plan a further seminar specifically on the subject of UK Economic statistics in May
at which we intend to present the results of this research.

The work will be the responsibility of the Directors of BSC, who have had extensive
experience of conducting major business surveys in the UK and abroad. It will be
supported by Sample Answers Ltd and we intend that the survey shall be conducted
online using the nQuire questionnaire package provided by nSpire Software Ltd.

Should BSC obtain suitable sponsorship we plan to commission a telephone study of a
random sample of businesses using the same (core) questionnaire. Using trained
interviewers to ask the questions removes the potential bias inherent with online self-
completion and can ensure a more accurate representation of ‘the voice of business”.

Annex 3 —further details on the BICS and the MPC.

The most recent of the BICS surveys included the following question under the heading
‘workforce’ “Has your business gone through a collective redundancy consultation in
the last 12 months?” With responses “Yes /No / Not sure / Not applicable” and those
responding “yes” were then asked “Approximately, how many redundancies did your
business make following this collective redundancy consultation process?”

Similarly, a recent question used in the monthly survey administered to the DMP, under
the heading “Expected proportion of full-time workers working from home”, asked “How
often do you expect them to work from home in the following periods?” Offering the


http://vincecable.org/
https://www.strath.ac.uk/staff/curticejohnprof/
http://www.vickypryce.com/
https://www.betterstats.net/uk-business-data/
https://www.betterstats.net/uk-business-data/
https://www.betterstats.net/combating-climate-change-where-are-we-with-net-zero/
https://www.betterstats.net/inflation-seminar/
https://www.betterstats.net/2023-inflation-seminar-agenda/
https://www.betterstats.net/inflation-2024-are-we-using-the-right-measures-2/
https://www.betterstats.net/the-better-statistics-team/
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following choices “(i) Rarely or never, (ii) 1 day per week, (iii) 2 days per week, (iv) 3 days
per week, (v) 4 days per week, (vi) 5 or more days per week.”

In both of the above cases it is not clear as to how useful the responses will be.
Moreover, there is evidence that the responses obtained do not represent the totality of
UK business in any statistically meaningful manner. Although the DMP is claimed to be
representative of all UK business it is, in fact limited to only those with 10 or more
employees. It therefore covers less than 75% of the UK work force. The academic bias in
the conduct of the work is evidenced by an early finding from the panel that “Early
results suggest that there is an important relationship between uncertainty and
decisions on investment and employment.” | canfind no evidence that this relationship
has ever been quantified! The panel consists of 6,000 businesses reporting each
quarter, with 2,000 responses each month. Onthe other hand the BICS has a much
larger sample, including smaller businesses (but not the self-employed).

Further details on BICS Survey

Allthe questions for Wave 125 of the fortnightly Business Insights and Conditions
Survey (BICS) dispatched on 20 January 2025 are available at BICS125.

Here is an example question:

Trading status of your business
Which of the following statements best describes your business's trading status?
e Currently fully trading
e Currently partially trading
¢ Paused trading but intends to restart in the next two weeks
¢ Paused trading and does not intend to restart in the next two weeks
e Permanently ceased trading

Personally, | am uncertain as to what meaningful conclusion can be drawn from this
question and most of the others asked.

Example of recent results from DMP

Realised sales growth over the past year (%) Expected sales growth over the next year (%)

Mean realised sales growth (%) Mean expected sales growth (%)
Single month Quarterly average Single month Quarterly average
Aug-24 5.6 4.8 5.8 6.0
Sep-24 4.5 4.8 6.8 6.0
Oct-24 4.4 4.8 5.4 6.0

Source: Decision Maker Panel

Notes:

Data are percentage growth rates for realised and expected sales growth. Sales growth uncertainty is the average standard deviations of expected sales growth within firms.
Realised sales growth data are based on the question: ‘Looking back over the year from first/second/third/fourth quarter of this year, by what % amount has your sales revenue
changed since the same quarter a year ago?’

Expected sales growth and subjective uncertainty around expected sales growth is calculated from the question: 'Looking a year ahead from the first/second/third/fourth quarter of
this year to the first/second/third/fourth quarter of next year, by what percentage do you expect your sales revenue to have changed in each of the following scenarios: lowest,
low, middle, high and highest?'. Respondents were then asked to assign a probability to each scenario (values must sum to 100%).


https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/conditionsanddiseases/articles/businessimpactofcovid19surveyquestions/20january2025to2february2025

