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The Office for Statistics Regulation (OSR)

The regulatory arm of the UK Statistics Authority –
we regulate official statistics across the UK Statistical 
System

Promote and safeguard the production 
and publication of official statistics

Independent of official statistics producers - we do 
not produce statistics and are separate from the Office 
for National Statistics (ONS)
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How statistics are produced
We uphold the trustworthiness, quality and value of statistics and 

data used as evidence

How statistics are used
We protect the role of statistics in public debate

How statistics are valued
We develop a better understanding of the public good of statistics

Our vision – statistics should serve the public good



The conference is partly 
financed by the European Union

Click to add text



The conference is partly 
financed by the European Union



Misleadingness, how to define it and what this means in our context as a statistics regulator, is 
something that we routinely come back to. 

This started with a think piece in May 2020 and a follow up think piece in May 2021 with input from 
Jenny Saul, a philosopher who has written and thought extensively about misleadingness. To arrive 
at a definition, we considered three elements:

- Materiality and intention
- Audience
- Case-based

This work led us to a working definition of:
“We are concerned when, on a question of significant public interest, the way statistics are 
used is likely to leave audiences believing something which the relevant statistical evidence 
would not support.”
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Defining misleadingness

https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/misleadingness-a-short-thinkpiece/
https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/publication/misleadingness-a-follow-up-thinkpiece/


Public conversations focus on the 
important issues – rather than about a lack 
of transparency which can result in 
confusion about where numbers come from 
or accusations that governments cherry 
pick or manipulate data

Builds trust in the organisations which 
produce data and statistics

Enhances the value of data and statistics 
e.g. by allowing independent analysis to be 
carried by others
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Intelligent Transparency



Since the launch of the campaign, OSR has continued to promote and embed intelligent 
transparency across government.

However, since 2021, we have seen more cases where the use of statistics is misleading due to a 
lack of context rather than the figure not being in the public domain.   

In 2023, we commissioned a PhD philosophy student, Kyle Adams from the University of Waterloo, 
to review our definition of misleadingness. He sought to answer the following questions:

- Does OSR need a definition of misleadingness, or does it just need a guideline?  
- Is it appropriate to base a definition on an audience’s beliefs?  
- What do we mean exactly by “audiences”? 
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Bringing our misleadingness definition up to date



- Trying to correct or remove information after it has been digested is not effective.

- The structure of the internet and social media means statistics can gain a life of their own, even 
when all the right steps are taken by the producer.

- Social media flattens information to the same level of importance so when misuse is seen among 
a long list of information, subtly misleading claims can slip through.

- The audience of ‘the public’ contains lots of different groups within it and there is a risk that 
tailoring the communication to the lowest level of understanding opens up more opportunities for 
the communication to be misinterpreted.
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Findings from our roundtable with philosophers
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Identifying best practice around communication 



We have agreed a revised definition of misleadingness for our context:

“We are concerned when, on a question of significant public interest, statistics are used to 
communicate a descriptive statement that the wider relevant statistical evidence would not 
support, despite otherwise being an accurate statement.”

We anticipate that the 2024 General Election will be challenging due to the increasingly online 
nature of election campaigns. The lessons learned from the 2019 General Election and work since 
point to the need to:

- Focus on improving the speed of our interventions.
- Consider the channels in which we intervene.
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What does this mean for OSR
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Thank you for listening
Find out more and get in touch:

OSR website: https://osr.statisticsauthority.gov.uk/ 

Contact us: regulation@statistics.gov.uk

Find us on Twitter: @StatsRegulation 
The conference is partly 
financed by the European Union


	Slide 1
	Slide 2: To mislead or not to mislead – why preventing misuse of statistics is more effective than combatting it
	Slide 3: The Office for Statistics Regulation (OSR)  The regulatory arm of the UK Statistics Authority – we regulate official statistics across the UK Statistical System   Promote and safeguard the production and publication of official statistics  Indepe
	Slide 4
	Slide 5
	Slide 6
	Slide 7: Misleadingness, how to define it and what this means in our context as a statistics regulator, is something that we routinely come back to.   This started with a think piece in May 2020 and a follow up think piece in May 2021 with input from Jenn
	Slide 8: Public conversations focus on the important issues – rather than about a lack of transparency which can result in confusion about where numbers come from or accusations that governments cherry pick or manipulate data  Builds trust in the organisa
	Slide 9: Since the launch of the campaign, OSR has continued to promote and embed intelligent transparency across government.  However, since 2021, we have seen more cases where the use of statistics is misleading due to a lack of context rather than the 
	Slide 10: - Trying to correct or remove information after it has been digested is not effective.   - The structure of the internet and social media means statistics can gain a life of their own, even when all the right steps are taken by the producer.  - 
	Slide 11
	Slide 12: We have agreed a revised definition of misleadingness for our context:  “We are concerned when, on a question of significant public interest, statistics are used to communicate a descriptive statement that the wider relevant statistical evidence
	Slide 13
	Slide 14: Thank you for listening

