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New Policy Institute (NPI) is a think tank that has, over the last decade or so, developed an expertise in data and evidence relating to poverty and social exclusion. Our annual report, Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion, which we publish with the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, is a compendium of the latest indicators on things such as low pay, low income, unemployment, housing and many other related topics. 

The genesis of this article is a talk I gave at last year’s NAVCA AGM on Breaking the Exclusion Cycle, based on our report for JRF. Since then, NPI have, with NAVCA, JRF and others, been thinking about how the type of data we have been using for a decade now could be more widely used by and useful to third sector organisations. Solid evidence is vital for proper project planning and development. All funders and commissioners require evidence of need for any activity. Here we look at some of the sources that can help bring this evidence together, and how you can get the most out of it.
A wealth of data
There is a wealth of data that third sector organisations of all types could find useful, most of it freely available on line. The choice can sometimes be bewildering. NPI recently carried out a study for JRF looking at how third sector organisations used data, and found that the organisations often felt they did not have the capacity to search for the data they needed among all the potential sources. Here we will look at a some sources that, if nothing else, are a good place to start.

Neighbourhood statistics

There are couple of on line resources that cover the whole area of poverty and social exclusion. One of them is the Office for National Statistics Neighbourhood Statistics website (www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk), which has data on local areas at a very small scale. By typing in a postcode, you can find out how your local area compares to other areas on a range of issues, including employment, housing and crime. These figures are often reproduced on local authority websites – they come from the same sources.
The ONS in general (www.statistics.gov.uk) is a very useful resource for basic statistics such as population figures, which are always a good place to start. Much of the data it carries is available at local authority level, but often no lower than that. 
National and regional data
For national and regional level data, it would be slightly remiss not to mention NPI’s own website (www.poverty.org.uk). It contains all of the indicators we developed for our Monitoring Poverty and Social Exclusion reports, using the 

latest government datasets and statistics. It has been constantly updated and altered according 

to the feedback we get from users. Recently we have developed the local aspect of the website, drawing maps that compare different local authority areas on a range of poverty and social exclusion measures. It is entirely free to use.

Both poverty.org and the neighbourhood statistics websites have very clear presentation, which is the most important thing to remember about using data. Simple figures can tell quite a story, so there is no need for three-dimensional charts, or complicated statistical analysis. Moreover, the selection of a few key facts can be more powerful than a ream of vaguely related information, so it is worth spending time on selecting precisely the data you need. 
Where does it come from?

As well as being simple to understand, the origin of the data needs to be clear, which means being quite explicit about where it comes from and how recent it is. By citing the source of the data, you can show that the figures are independent and reliable. The data should always be from the most recent year available, but this varies quite substantially between sources, so is always worth highlighting. 


Much of this is quite basic common sense, but using data and statistics is not the complicated science it sometimes appears. Our view is that there is a lot of very good data and evidence available that could really help third sector organisations, but it needs demystifying and presenting in a way that voluntary and community organisations would find useful. In the next 12 months, NPI will be working towards making this a reality. If any readers have questions or thoughts about this, or anything else in the article, we would be more than happy to hear from you.
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Tom MacInnes of the New Policy Institute looks at a variety of sources of data which can help third sector organisations.
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